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PREFACE 


It is far too early to create a history or prehistory of what many are now calling 
“critical improvisation studies,” but we can point to some significant early 
irruptions. Properly speaking, the project that resulted in this two-volume 
Handbook began around the turn of the twenty-first century with an important 
early conference, “Improvising Across Borders: An_ Inter-Disciplinary 
Symposium on Improvised Music Traditions.” The conference, which took place 
in April 1999, was conceived by Dana Reason, then an innovation-minded 
graduate student in the Department of Music at the University of California, San 
Diego (UCSD), and produced in collaboration with her fellow graduate students 
Michael Dessen and Jason Robinson. The conference featured performances as 
well as paper presentations from both scholars and practitioners, and the call for 
papers welcomed proposals from 


musicologists, ethnomusicologists, and musicians, and also from scholars in other disciplines such as 
cultural studies, sociology, women’s studies, and literature. We are interested not only in performative 
notions of improvisation but also the cultural contexts that influence and shape improvised traditions. 
Possible topics include: cultural location with regard to cross-cultural trends in current music-making, 
the politics of reception, theorizing the social and political implications of improvised traditions, the 
role of gender and body, and the relationship of improvisation to current changes in music—or other— 


pedagogies. | 


In 2002, a trio of scholar-artists also based in the University of California 
system, Adriene Jenik and George Lewis from UCSD and Susan Leigh Foster 
from UCLA, built on this earlier effort by co-convening a Residential Research 
Group at the University of California Humanities Research Institute with the title 
“Global Intentions: Improvisation in the Contemporary Performing Arts.” The 
co-conveners developed an introductory guiding narrative for the research 
project that declared an intent to focus on 


(1) how improvisation mediates cross-cultural, transnational and cyberspatial (inter)artistic exchanges 
that produce new conceptions of identity, history, and the body; (2) how improvisation functions as a 
key element in emerging postcolonial forms of aesthetics and cultural production; and (3) how 
improvisative production of meaning and knowledge provides models for new forms of social 
mobilization that foreground agency, personality, and difference. The group will ask questions 
concerning how improvisation expresses notions of ethnicity, race, nation, class, and gender, as well as 
how improvisative works are seen as symbolizing history, memory, agency, difference, personal 


narrative, and self-determination.” 


The conveners observed that any practice for which such expansive claims could 
even be entertained, much less sustained, obviously deserved serious study. 
Their narrative also identified issues of power, authority, resistance, dominance, 
and subalterity, the role of the individual in relation to the social, and models for 
social responsibility and action, as salient to the study of improvisation. 
Improvisation in the arts was seen to subvert hierarchies; challenge totalizing 
narratives; empower audiences; exemplify new (and quite often utopian) models 
of social, economic, and political relations; and in one memorable phrase, 
“overthrow the patriarchal organization of the art world, preparing fertile ground 
for a contestatory politics.”° 

The research group discussions at UCHRI, which took place weekly over a 
three-month period, often manifested a distinct unease with then-dominant 
portrayals of improvisation, as well as with some of the scholarship that 
proceeded from those understandings. In pursuing a critical review of the already 
substantial literature on the topic, the group gradually realized that the purview 
of a new kind of improvisation studies needed to range well beyond the arts. 
That discovery crucially informed the current project. 

In the second of this two-volume set, we hear from scholars examining topics 
in city planning, music, creativity, media, literature, computing technologies, 
and theology. We expect readers to jump across sections and volumes, so for 
both volumes we have created a nonlinear order of chapters to foster surprise. 
We encourage readers to extend their engagement into Volume 1, which 
includes investigations into cognition, philosophy, anthropology, cultural 
history, critical theory, economics, classics, organization science, and mobility 
on stages of various kinds. 

George E. Lewis and Benjamin Piekut 


NOTES 


1. Dana Reason and Michael Dessen, “Call for Papers: Improvising Across Borders: An inter-disciplinary 
symposium on improvised music traditions” (1999), 
http://goldenpages.jpehs.co.uk/static/conferencearchive/99-4-iab.html. Accessed December 23, 2014. 
Presenters included Douglas Ewart, Ed Sarath, Ingrid Monson, Ajay Heble, David Borgo, Sarita 
Gregory, Bennetta Jules-Rosette, Catherine Sullivan, Eleanor Antin, Eddie Prévost, Alvin Curran, Tom 
Nunn, Jonathan Glasier, and Jason Stanyek. A visionary keynote address was delivered by Pauline 
Oliveros, later published as “Quantum Improvisation: The Cybernetic Presence” in Sound Unbound: 
Sampling Digital Music and Culture, ed. Paul D. Miller aka DJ Spooky That Subliminal Kid 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2008). For an account of the conference, see La Donna Smith, “Improvising 
Across Borders, the Symposium on Improvisation: A Review and Personal Account” (1999), 


http://www.the-improvisor.com/improvising_across_borders.htm. Accessed December 23, 2014. 

2. Susan Leigh Foster, Adriene Jenik and George E. Lewis, “Proposal for a 2002-2003 Resident Research 
Group: Global Intentions: Improvisation in the Contemporary Performing Arts” (2002). The UCHRI 
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On Critical Improvisation Studies 
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CULTURAL historian Andreas Huyssen has perceptively observed that Fluxus, an 
art movement that featured improvisation as a key element, was “an avant-garde 
born out of the spirit of music. ... [FJor the first time in the twentieth century, 
music played the leading part in an avant-garde movement that encompassed a 
variety of artistic media and strategies.”! We would like to venture that critical 
improvisation studies was born out of a similar spirit: music scholars and 
practitioner-scholars have taken important leadership roles in the field. 
Reflecting the pre-eminent position of music in discussions of improvisation in 
performance, critical improvisation studies draws substantially from musical 
experience. In his essay for this Handbook, ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl, one 
of the pioneers of twentieth-century scholarship on improvisation, found it 
“surprising that the word ‘improvisation’ (or any of its synonyms) appears 
rarely, if ever, in the early literature of ethnomusicology, and the concept is 
virtually untouched by the early scholars in this field.” While acknowledging 
that music historians had been interested in improvisation since at least the late 
nineteenth century, Nettl cites the work of Hungarian scholar Ernest Ferand as 
“the first attempt to synthesize the various kinds of improvisation in Western art 
music as a single concept.”* 

Around the 1960s, ethnomusicologists began producing detailed case studies 
of musical improvisation, concentrating on jazz, Hindustani and Carnatic 
classical music, and Iranian (Persian) music—a particular focus of Nettl’s that 
formed the basis for his important article, “Thoughts on Improvisation: A 
Comparative Approach.”’ Since the mid-1970s and moving into the 1980s, 
historical musicology’s increasing interest in improvisation has gone hand in 
hand with the field’s turn to cultural history, popular music studies, and the 
investigation of experimental music scenes, as expressed by the term “new 


musicology.” William Kinderman’s work on Beethoven; Annette Richards and 
Kenneth Hamilton’s work on European Romanticism (a topic Dana Gooley 
extends in this Handbook); John Rink’s work in music theory on Heinrich 
Schenker; the work of Anna Maria Busse Berger, Julie Cumming, Peter 
Schubert, and Handbook contributor Leo Treitler on medieval music; and the 
editors’ engagement with experimental music, sound art, and interactive 
technology constitute only a small part of musicology’s current engagement with 
improvisation studies.* 

Proceeding from the example of Fluxus, however, critical improvisation 
studies is creating an agenda in which the arts become part of a larger network 
tracing the entire human condition of improvisation. Critical improvisation 
studies has “exploded” in recent years, with a surge in interdisciplinary inquiry 
across many artistic and nominally nonartistic fields; for this Handbook, we 
commissioned new articles from a sizable group of distinguished senior and 
emerging scholars representing a wide variety of disciplines in the humanities, 
sciences, and the arts. 

One might look to musicology and ethnomusicology as among the earliest 
areas in which the study of improvisation might have gained traction, but we 
have evidence from Handbook essays by literary scholars Glyn Norton, Timothy 
Hampton, Angela Esterhammer, and Erik Simpson, as well as a recent edited 
volume by Timothy McGee, that serious scholarly and informed lay attention to 
improvisation’s effects and histories, both within and outside of the arts, have 
been an integral part of world intellectual history since early in the Common 
Era.” For example, spontaneous oral composition has a very long history, 
appearing in the political arena well before the advent of the eighteenth-century 
Italian improvwvisatori. One of the earliest focused critical works on 
improvisation, the first-century Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian, was forgotten 
for over a millennium until the sixteenth-century recrudescence of the theory and 
practice of extemporaneous rhetoric in Europe. A 1947 book by a Catholic nun, 
Sister Miriam Joseph’s Shakespeare’s Use of the Arts of Language, neatly 
analyzes and classifies the vast number of rhetorical devices that Elizabethan 
schoolchildren of Shakespeare’s time were expected to learn to deploy in 
extemporaneous debate.® 

Thus, while recognizing the important historical role played by music in the 
practice of improvisation, it is entirely in keeping with this larger history of 
improvisation as an aspect of the broader human condition that our Handbook is 
intended to explore both artistic and non-artistic ways in which improvisation 
functions in culture. We therefore asked authors to take particular care to 


contextualize their work in dialogue with larger debates and histories in their 
own and other fields. 

We also decided to concentrate on theoretical, metatheoretical, critical, and 
historical engagements with improvisation. We fully recognize that this focus 
tended to leave out other encounters with the topic, some of which have been 
influential and even predominant, particularly in treatments of artistic practice. 
For instance, we decided not to feature (auto)ethnographies, analytical case 
studies, or treatments of particular traditions, methods, practices, genres, or 
works. Also essentially absent here are some regularly recurring features of 
edited volumes on traditional artistic media (in particular, the performing arts), 
such as (auto)biographies, interviews, first-person narratives, and how-to 
discussions of practice. Finally, although some of our contributors discuss music 
pedagogy, we decided to forgo discussions of skill development, and/or working 
with children on musical improvisation.’ Although these kinds of writing on 
improvisation have produced important texts for the field, we took the view that 
critical and theoretical approaches would best enable cross-disciplinary 
conversation. 


DEFINITIONS AND ISSUES 


Once upon a time (at least in musical scholarship), constructing a definition of 
improvisation seemed a relatively straightforward matter. The Oxford Dictionary 
of Music’s pithy definition was typical, framing improvisation as a performance 
conducted “according to the inventive whim of the moment, i.e. without a 
written or printed score, and not from memory.”® These perspectives appeared to 
draw implicitly upon an ideologically driven dialectic between improvisation 
and composition, reflecting widespread contention regarding not just the nature 
of improvisation, but its propriety as well. This debate dovetailed with 
improvisation’s fraught status in Western classical music history and culture, in 
which improvisation, particularly since the eighteenth century, was compared 
with the practice of composition, with clear prejudices in favor of the latter’s 
presumed advantages of unity and coherence in musical utterance. 

The British experimental guitarist Derek Bailey’s Improvisation: Its Nature 
and Practice in Music, one of the most widely cited books on the subject, simply 
avoids creating a definition at all, preferring to describe cases in which 
improvisation—as Bailey understands it—works, in order to fulfill the remit of 
the book to divine its nature and practice. Similarly, this Handbook makes no 


explicit attempt to negotiate a single overarching definition of improvisation. 
Rather, as we see it, the critical study of improvisation seeks to examine 
improvisation’s effects, interrogate its discourses, interpret narratives and 
histories related to it, discover implications of those narratives and histories, and 
uncover its ideologies. 

Particularly before 1995, scholarly commentary on improvisation in the West 
was found largely in discussions of traditional artistic expressive media—most 
centrally, music, dance, theater, and their tributaries. Reflecting its status as the 
West’s preeminent improvised music, jazz received a large share of scholarly 
attention early on, both appreciative and disapprobative, from social scientists 
and philosophers in particular, including Alan Merriam, Howard S. Becker, and 
Theodor Adorno.” 

In dance, as Cynthia Novack, Melinda Tufnell, and Ann Cooper Albright have 
extensively documented, the emergence of contact improvisation in the 1970s 
was crucial to an emerging experimentalism. In theater, the first-person accounts 
and methodological interventions of Keith Johnstone were highly influential, 
while the work of Chicago’s Second City scene looked back to the work of 
Konstantin Stanislavski and the sixteenth-century commedia dell’ arte. The work 
of Handbook contributors Susan Leigh Foster, Amy Seham, Thomas DeFrantz, 
Danielle Goldman, and Anthea Kraut has opened up this area of scholarship with 
additional perspectives on issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality.!° 

All three media attracted the attention of specialists in wellbeing and 
pedagogy—such as Emile Jaques-Dalcroze, Fritz Hegi, Tony Wigram, and 
Patricia Shehan Campbell—who developed therapies based in improvisation.'! 
The issues in this literature are well summarized and extended in the Handbook 
article by Raymond MacDonald and Graeme Wilson. Psychological, psychiatric, 
and psychoanalytic strategies employed improvisation as well, as in work by 
John Byng-Hall on family counseling.'* 

A large number of key themes resonate throughout much earlier commentary. 
However, most of them can be taxonomized under a number of master tropes, 
the first of which concerns a certain reluctance actually to use the term 
improvisation in discussions of the practice. As a 2002 research proposal by 
Susan Foster, Adriene Jenik, and George E. Lewis noted, in art and music 
histories and criticism, “improvisative practices were often erased, masked, or 
otherwise discussed without reference to the term. Substitutions such as 
‘happening,’ ‘action,’ and ‘intuition’ often masked the presence of 
improvisation.”!? Even one of the most frequently cited texts among later 
generations in improvisation studies, sociologist Erving Goffman’s 1959 The 


Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, never invokes the term.‘ 


Related to the trope of masking is the trope of neglect, a point made by Nettl 
in the title of the introduction to his 1998 co-edited volume, In The Course of 
Performance: “An Art Neglected in Scholarship.” This trope tends to animate 
first-generation new improvisation studies; thus, in compensation for the 
massive Western cultural investment in neglect, dismissal, parody, and general 
opposition to improvisation amid which their work was appearing, later scholars 
often (over)valorized the practice. For instance, as David Gere noted in a 2003 
collection of essays on dance improvisation, “To improvise, it is held, is to 
engage in aimless, even talentless, noodling.”!° Gere provides his own riposte, 
averring that “improvisation is by its very nature among the most rigorous of 
human endeavors.” !© 

Indeed, writers have emphasized that exhibitions of mastery and virtuosity 
compose part of the pleasure of improvisation. Domenico Pietropaolo identifies 
this as a preoccupation of long standing, to be found not only in musical genres, 
but also in the tradition of medieval rhetoric and its forebears in Greek and 
Roman oratory: “[A] great legacy of the second sophistic with its celebrated 
emphasis on virtuosity, improvisation was for medieval rhetoric a skill to be 
mastered after long hours of practice.”!” 

Another trope that appears frequently concerns a binary opposition between 
process and product. An influential 1989 article by sociologist Alan Durant, 
“Improvisation in the Political Economy of Music,” maintains that the 
experimental improvised music that emerged in the United States and especially 
in Europe in the mid-1960s “foregrounds—in its practice as well as in its name 
—the relationship between the product of performance (the musical ‘text’) and 
the process through which that product comes into being.”!® Particularly in 
music, it is frequently asserted that improvisers are more interested in the 
process of creation than in its products. In the influential formulation of Ted 
Gioia, this renders artistic improvisation (and jazz improvisation in particular) an 
“imperfect” art, governed by an “aesthetic of imperfection.”!” 

For Andy Hamilton, writing in 2000, “Gioia’s point about the ‘haphazard art’ 
was that improvisation fails more often than art music; not that it always fails.” 
Hamilton’s formulation reminds us that the process-product opposition 
inevitably becomes mapped onto the improvisation-composition binary in 
Western music scholarship, as well as the great divide between low and high 
culture that is now so regularly bridged. His essay is one of many that invoke the 
process-product discussion as a way of opening the door to discussions of 
whether improvised music meets the criteria of the work concept in Western 


music. 

Anticipating the 1990s work of ethnomusicologist Paul Berliner on jazz, 
Berliner, architectural designer Charles Jencks’s 1972 book Adhocism: The Case 
for Improvisation used the term improvisation as a trope for a process of “using 
an available system or dealing with an existing situation in a new way to solve a 


problem.”?° Jencks declared that the principle/practice of adhocism was 
observable in and applicable to “many human endeavours,” an observation also 
made by philosopher Gilbert Ryle, writing in 1976. In one of his last essays, 
titled simply “Improvisation,” Ryle intimates that “I shall soon be reminding you 
of some of the familiar and unaugust sorts of improvisations which, just qua 
thinking beings, we all essay every day of the week, indeed in every hour of the 


waking day.”*! Even if we may admit that, on some level, not all of our 
activities are improvised, the line between improvised and nonimprovised 
activities may not be as bright as we suppose, and it may well be that it is the 
non-improvised event that stands out as an anomalous event in the flow of 
everyday life. For example, in his influential book, The Improvisation of Musical 
Dialogue, philosopher-theologian and Handbook contributor Bruce Ellis Benson 
identifies several improvisative moments within the nominally non-improvised 


activity of music composition.*7 

Ryle’s essay invokes the quotidian and transposes the language of adhocism 
to a near-universal register that sounds a lot like “using an available system or 
dealing with an existing situation in a new way”: 


I want now to go further and to show that ... to be thinking what he is here and now up against, he 
must both be trying to adjust himself to just this present once-only situation and in doing this to be 
applying lessons already learned. There must be in his response a union of some Ad Hockery with 
some know-how. If the normal human is not at once improvising and improvising warily, he is not 
engaging his somewhat trained wits in some momentarily live issue, but perhaps acting from sheer 
unthinking habit. So thinking, I now declare quite generally, is, at the least, the engaging of partly 
trained wits in a partly fresh situation. It is the pitting of an acquired competence or skill against an 
unprogrammed opportunity, obstacle or hazard. It is a bit like putting some new wine into old 


bottles.2° 


Remarkably, Ryle’s essay does not mention music at all, an omission that could 
well be strategic rather than unmindful. After all, had philosophers of music of 
his day wanted to think about improvisation, numerous examples were on offer, 
but other than the work of Vladimir Jankélévitch and Philip Alperson, the 
philosophy of music offered little where improvisation was concerned.** In this 
Handbook, Alperson directly confronts this near-erasure, while Gary Peters, 
whose 2009 book, The Philosophy of Improvisation, constitutes a new departure 
in the field, explores the relation between improvisation and Edmund Husserl’s 


ideas on time-consciousness.2° 


One area that could be taken up by scholars working on the aesthetics of 
improvisation is the relation between an aesthetics of perfection/imperfection 
and issues of moral perfectionism taken up by philosophers working largely 
outside of music but with significant musical interests, such as Stanley Cavell. 
Arnold I. Davidson’s Handbook essay addresses moral perfectionism and 
improvisation, relating it to Pierre Hadot’s ideas on the spiritual exercises 
conceived by philosophers of antiquity as a means toward transformation of the 
self, and taking as his example the music of Sonny Rollins. For Hadot, 


Attention (prosoche) is the fundamental Stoic spiritual attitude. It is a continuous vigilance and 
presence of mind, self-consciousness which never sleeps, and a constant tension of the spirit. Thanks 
to this attitude, the philosopher is fully aware of what he does at each instant, and he wills his actions 
fully.... We could also define this attitude as “concentration on the present moment.” ... Attention 


(prosoche) allows us to respond immediately to events, as if they were questions asked of us all of a 


sudden.2° 


Samuel Wells’s essay for the Handbook approaches ethics from an ecclesiastical 
perspective that invokes improvisational theater. Other philosophers engage 
improvisation without often invoking aesthetics or artistic examples, such as 
Martha Nussbaum and Barbara Herman’s writing on moral improvisation and 
situational ethics, as well as J. David Velleman’s work on collective intentions,?’ 
an issue that Garry Hagberg’s article in this Handbook takes up in detail.7® 

Issues of identity have been strongly connected with discussions of musical 
improvisation through such putatively African American cultural tropes as 
signifying, storytelling and narrative, personal voice, and individuality within an 
ageregate.-? The emergence of jazz studies as an important academic discipline 
has attracted both senior and emerging scholars in film, literature, history, social 
science, and cultural studies, as well as music, generating a set of new questions 
around jazz that are explored in edited volumes by Daniel Fischlin and Ajay 
Heble, Robert G. O’Meally, Brent Hayes Edwards, Farah Jasmine Griffin, 
Sherrie Tucker, and many others.2° As a field, literary studies has made 
significant contributions to jazz and improvisation studies, and this is reflected in 
Handbook articles by Walton Muyumba, Patricia Ryan, Hazel Smith, Sara Villa, 
and Rob Wallace. 

Particularly in earlier jazz studies literature, the identity of the artist was often 
deemed homologous with the musical results, a relationship that Gioia has 
forcefully asserted: 


Indeed, only a particular type of temperament would be attracted to an art form which values spur-of- 
the-moment decisions over carefully considered choices, which prefers the haphazard to the 


premeditated, which views unpredictability as a virtue and sees cool-headed calculation as a vice. If 


Mingus, Monk, Young, and Parker had been predictable and dependable individuals, it seems unlikely 


that their music could have remained unpredictable and innovative.°! 


It is but a short step from an assumption of this nature to the invocation of 
notions of genius and self-expression, as Edgar Landgraf, one of the most wide- 
ranging among recent improvisation theorists, points out: 


Instead of challenging the aesthetic tradition whose concepts fail to account for the specificities of this 
improvisational art form, Gioia propagates an understanding of jazz in terms of nineteenth-century 


aesthetics of genius that asks us to ignore this art form’s “imperfections” and appreciate improvisation 


as “the purest expression possible of the artist’s emotions and feelings.”°* 


Homologies between musical improvisative practice and_ sociopolitical 
expression were given powerful voice in LeRoi Jones’s 1963 book, Blues 
People.** Around the same time, the phenomenological sociology of Alfred 
Schutz, in his well-known 1964 essay, “Making Music Together,” asserted that 
“a study of the social relationships connected with the musical process may lead 


to some insights valid for many other forms of social intercourse.”°4 
Anthropologist John Szwed noted that 


The esthetics of jazz demand that a musician play with complete originality, with an assertion of his 
own musical individuality.... At the same time jazz requires that musicians be able to merge their 
unique voices in the totalizing, collective improvisations of polyphony and heterophony. The 
implications of this esthetic are profound and more than vaguely threatening, for no political system 


has yet been devised with social principles which reward maximal individualism within the frame 


work of spontaneous egalitarian interaction.?° 


In this way, improvisation is also frequently symbolically endowed with the 
potential for the overthrow of hierarchical practices. A contrary turn in this 
discussion is provided by political theorist Yves Citton’s invocation of 
improvisation’s “diagonality in relation to the traditional parameters of vertical 
domination and horizontal equality: its (fundamentally political) challenge is to 
devise collective forms of agency which articulate the outstanding power of the 
participating singularities with the principle of equal respect necessary to find 
non-oppressive strength in numbers.”°° In his Handbook article, Citton notices 
that Bruno Latour’s declaration, “Il n’a pas de monde commun; il faut le 
composer” can easily be redirected toward a view of an improvised common 
world in which, following fellow contributor Daniel Belgrad, a “culture of 


spontaneity” exercises strong sociopolitical effects.?” 
In any case, as pointed out by both Stephen Greenblatt and Tzvetan Todorov, 


improvisation can easily support imperial ideologies.** Greenblatt and Todorov 


see in improvisation a practice vital to the European conquest of the New World, 
in particular via what the former calls “the ability to both capitalize on the 
unforeseen and transform given materials into one’s own scenario.” Greenblatt 
calls this ability “opportunistic,” a term that speaks to the oft-invoked 
foregrounding of attention and awareness in discussions of improvisation but 
without ceding to the practice any kind of moral high ground. 

The mobile, improvisatory sensibility that Greenblatt identifies in imperial 
conquest (and the machinations of Iago) also marks epochal change: the 
sensibility, according to Greenblatt, emerges with the early modern period. We 
can identify a similar periodizing turn in Michel Foucault’s late fascination with 
Kant’s essay on Aufkldrung and the specific qualities of modernity, which 
Foucault understood to be a kind of improvisational attitude or ethos toward the 
self, its contemporary moment, and its historical contingency—in short, a “mode 
of reflective relation to the present.”°? Although he does not use the term 
improvisation, Foucault adopts many of its key characteristics in his description 
of the modern ethos, which is one of continual performance and testing of the 
self as an “object of a complex and difficult elaboration.”“° 

The point of this experimental historico-critical attitude, for Foucault, is “both 
to grasp the points where change is possible and desirable, and to determine the 
precise form this change should take.”*! The critic therefore attempts to convert 
states of domination, in which power relations are frozen or blocked, into mobile 
sites for the conscious practice of freedom.** The philosopher’s employment of 
improvisational language (experimentation, adaptation, reflection on the present, 
mobility) in relation to considerations of freedom in his final years was not a 
coincidence—as many authors have noted, including Ali Jihad Racy in this 
Handbook, improvisation is frequently represented as symbolic of freedom and 
liberation. At the same time, however, moderating this image of improvisation as 
an engine for change is the binary opposition of freedom/structure (or 
freedom/constraint), routinely invoked in response to portrayals of musical “free 
improvisation.” 

In these invocations, improvisation must always be entirely unfettered, 
leading the analyst to develop fettered alternatives in the form of “regulated,” 
“constrained,” or “structured” improvisation. For example, in her 2004 book 
Undoing Gender, Judith Butler presents a model of how constraint is 
encountered in social interaction: 


If gender is a kind of a doing, an incessant activity performed, in part, without one’s knowing and 
without one’s willing, it is not for that reason automatic or mechanical. On the contrary, it is a practice 
of improvisation within a scene of constraint. Moreover, one does not “do” one’s gender alone. One is 


always “doing” with or for another, even if the other is only imaginary. What I call my “own” gender 
appears perhaps at times as something that I author or, indeed, own. But the terms that make up one’s 
own gender are, from the start, outside oneself, beyond oneself in a sociality that has no single author 


(and that radically contests the notion of authorship itself). 


On this view, the primary constraints on human freedom lie in the social 
encounter with multiple agents, mediated as they may be through convention, 
language, tradition, or idiom. 

Often enough, discussions of constraint turn from the simple presumption of 
their presence in any situation to a further assertion of a fundamental need for 
constraint as a precondition for a “successful” improvisation, an assertion that 
can appear surprisingly bereft of corroboration. For example, in his 1964 book 
on the anthropology of music, Alan Merriam admitted, “While it is clear that 
there must always be limits imposed upon improvisation, we do not know what 
these limits are.”“+ Perceptions of conceptual rigidity in the frequent mapping of 
the freedom/structure binary onto low/high culture oppositions, as well as the 
improvisation-composition binary (which Merriam adopted in his book), have 
prompted more nuanced approaches based in theories of mediation, such as in 
the recent work of Georgina Born.*° 

In any event, attempts to elucidate the nature of constraint have suffered from 
a discourse that frames constraints as somehow outside of the system of 
improvisative production itself. Sociologist of science Andrew Pickering saw 
this discourse as “the language of the prison: constraints are always there, just 
like the walls of the prison, even though we only bump into them occasionally 
(and can learn not to bump into them at all).”4° Against this static, essentialist 
model, Pickering substitutes a related but more flexible notion of resistance: 


In the real-time analysis of practice, one has to see resistance as genuinely emergent in time, as a block 
arising in practice to this or that passage of goal-oriented practice. Thus, though resistance and 
constraint have an evident conceptual affinity, they are, as it were, perpendicular to one another in 
time: constraint is synchronic, antedating practice and enduring through it, while resistance is 
diachronic, constitutively indexed by time. Furthermore, while constraint resides in a distinctively 
human realm, resistance, as I have stressed, exists only in the crosscutting of the realms of human and 


material agency.*” 


Another frequently encountered trope of the constraints on improvisation 
involves the notion of a knowledge base from which improvisers are said to 
draw. In music this can involve larger questions of an idiom, genre, or cultural 
milieu that grounds musical expression—in Derrida’s formulation, “the logic 
that ties repetition to alterity.”4° In his 1978 book Derek Bailey advanced the 
now-influential yet still theoretically rocky opposition between idiomatic and 


non-idiomatic music,*? and analogously, sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s 1977 
book Outline of a Theory of Practice asserted that improvisation in social life 
draws from a habitus that forecloses the possibility of “unpredictable novelty.” 
Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus, worked out with and against his ethnography 
of rural Berber kinship practices, critiques the romantic notion of unmediated 
spontaneity. He discovers a “durably installed generative principle of regulated 
improvisations.”°° For Bourdieu, the habitus exists (again) within a recursive 
logic, both producing and being produced through praxis. Each individual agent, 
acting without objectively structured correlation with others, “wittingly or 
unwittingly, willy nilly, is a producer and reproducer of objective meaning.”°! 
Those who produce these actions manifest a kind of “intentionless invention.”°7 

More routinely offered than this early irruption of the notion of emergence is 
the idea of improvisation as a process of concatenation and recombination. 
Ethnomusicologist Paul Berliner’s 1994 book on improvisation in jazz described 
the practice as “reworking precomposed material and designs in relation to 
unanticipated ideas conceived, shaped, and transformed under the special 
conditions of performance.”°? Often these materials were portrayed in jazz 
parlance as “licks’—stock, memorized phrases (or as the saxophonist Eddie 
Harris called them in his book-length compilation, “cliché capers”)—that the 
players concatenate to produce the music.°* Cognitive psychologist Philip 
Johnson-Laird terms this (somewhat dismissively) the “motif theory,”°? and 
points out the theory’s inability to account for change and novelty. 
Organizational scientists Kathleen McGinn and Angela Keros, on the other hand, 
had no trouble asserting in a 2002 paper that, “improvisations are inherently both 
active and interactive and contain both familiar moves and unique 
approaches.”°° 

Though distinct, motif theory is commonly linked to the notion of the referent 
or model to which improvising musicians take recourse”’ and to the most widely 
referenced of all early knowledge-base theories, Albert Lord’s 1960 book, The 
Singer of Tales. Milman Parry’s pioneering discovery of recurring formulas in 
Homeric verse, combined with the fieldwork on Serbo-Croatian oral improvising 
poets conducted by Parry and his student Lord in the 1930s, uncovered major 
structural analogues between that poetry and Homeric verse, leading to the 
development of the now influential oral-formulaic theory.°® However, Parry was 
ambivalent about calling Homer himself an oral poet, and possibly reprising the 
trope of masking, Lord was wary of conflating oral composition with 
improvisation.°? Both of these cautions, as Angela Esterhammer shows in this 


volume and other writings, had been thrown to the winds by nineteenth-century 


commentators.°? Theodor Adorno’s anti-jazz polemics again raised the topic of 
formulas in the middle of the twentieth century, but in the context of his critique 
of a capitalist “culture industry” that only offered pseudo-individualized 
performances, standardization, and feigned authenticity.°! 

Psychologist R. Keith Sawyer’s wide-ranging and influential work on 
improvisation, pedagogy, music, and theater is crucially informed by his work as 
a jazz pianist. Sawyer rethinks the notion of the “knowledge base,” this time in 
terms of higher-level cultural references rather than individual formulas: 


It’s difficult for casual audiences to believe that improvisers do not draw on material that has been at 
least partially worked up in rehearsal, but I’ve performed with many improv groups repeatedly—and 
attended rehearsals—and I have never seen even a single line used twice. However, all groups draw on 
culturally shared emblems and stereotypes, which in some sense are “preexisting structures.” 


As might be expected, the nature of improvisative temporality became a major 
point of commentary. An influential formulation in art music distinguishes 
between aleatoric or indeterminate modes of expression and the improvisative. 
One well-expressed theoretical binary opposition is found in a 1971 essay by 
French musicologist Célestin Deliége, but in the United States the issue is best 
known through the writings of composer John Cage. 

Reflecting reaction to the composition-improvisation binary, musical 
improvisation is frequently characterized as “real-time composition,” “instant 
composition,” and the like. Most frequently, however, artistic improvisation is 
portrayed as an immediate (and even unmediated), spontaneous, intuitive 
creation in real time that bears significant analogues to everyday experience. As 
dance theorist Cynthia Novack portrayed the expectations generated by contact 
improvisation, 

The experience of the movement style and improvisational process itself were thought to teach people 

how to live (to trust, to be spontaneous and “free,” to “center” oneself, and to “go with the flow”), just 


as the mobile, communal living situations of the young, middle-class participants provided the setting 
and values which nourished this form. Dancers and audiences saw contact improvisation as, to use 


Clifford Geertz’s phrase, a “model of” and a “model for” an egalitarian, spontaneous way of life.°° 


Here, the role played by memory and history becomes a particularly thorny 
issue. In a complex contradiction, improvisation is viewed as iterative and 
repetition-oriented, habit-based, and essentially unrepeatable—all at once. The 
presumed ephemerality of improvisative products became _ provisionally 
forestalled via sound recording technologies, and yet the emergence of these 
technologies also led to novel formulations of the iterability/alterity binary in 


comparisons between the ontology of a real-time improvisation and its recorded 
version. 

Another dimension of musical improvisation, this time of an aesthetic nature, 
is the expectation that a good improvisation be, as Bailey wrote, “a celebration 
of the moment.” The best improvisation will be unique, avoid stagnation and 
the commonplace, and constantly display or embody innovation, originality 
(albeit via recombination of existing elements), novelty, freshness, and surprise. 
The improvisation must also take risks, which come in at least two flavors. 
Dance theorist Curtis L. Carter maintained that “improvisation as a form of 
performance runs the risk of falling into habitual repetitive patterns that may 
become stale for both performers and viewers.”°° The other kind of risk, as 
expressed by philosopher David Davies, draws upon the composition- 
improvisation opposition, in that an improviser is “creating a musical structure 
without the resources for revision available to the composer.”°° 

In his discussion of key issues and ideologies surrounding ethnomusicological 
interpretations of musical improvisation, Stephen Blum writes, “We are not 
likely to speak of improvisation unless we believe that participants in an event, 
however they are motivated, share a sense that something unique is happening in 
their presence at the moment of performance.”°’ However, improvisation can 
take place on much larger time scales than “the moment,” and with much larger 
forces, such as the long-term coping strategies that anthropologist Paul Richards 
discussed in his Handbook essay on farming communities in Sierra Leone, 
where shifting rice cultivation requires dynamic analysis and response in real—if 
extended—time to changing natural and social conditions. A number of 
improvisative methods are deployed that must also change dynamically, and an 
extensive knowledge base is one result. 

Before concluding an overview of this nature, one would need to consider the 
frequently invoked metaphorical relation between music and spoken language. 
Johnson-Laird’s description presents the fundamental idea: 


If you are not an improvising musician, then the best analogy to improvisation is your spontaneous 
speech. If you ask yourself how you are able to speak a sequence of English sentences that make sense, 


then you will find that you are consciously aware of only the tip of the process. That is why the 


discipline of psycholinguistics exists: psychologists need to answer this question (oa.™ 


Linguist Francois Grosjean also maintains that spontaneous language production 
shares important features with music improvisation, including recourse to 
knowledge bases. Most directly, Grosjean asserts that “spontaneous language 
production is a form of improvisation.”©? Extending this insight, Sawyer finds 


that everyday conversation is “both improvised and collaborative.””° 


[M]ost everyday conversation is improvisational—no one joins a conversation with a written script, 
and participants generally cannot predict where the conversation will go. Everyday conversation is also 
collaborative, because no single person controls or directs a conversation; instead, the direction of its 
flow is collectively determined, by all of the participants’ contributions. This view of conversation as 
both improvised and collaborative will be my starting point, leading me into a discussion of several 


key characteristics of group improvisation, characteristics that I will argue apply equally to both verbal 


and musical improvisation.’! 


For Sawyer, the key characteristics of improvisation include 


¢ Unpredictable outcome, rather than a scripted, known endpoint; 

* Moment-to-moment contingency: the next dialogue turn depends on the one 
just before; 

* Open to collaboration; 

¢ An oral performance, not a written product; 


Embedded in the social context of the performance.”* 


In Sawyer’s work, these features come together to describe a phenomenon of 
“collaborative emergence.” In a 2003 book on the topic, he presents an 
ethnographic study of improvisational theater in early 1990s Chicago that 
explores how conversations work, using analytic techniques developed for the 
study of everyday conversation. The result, in Sawyer’s terms, presents a 
challenge to traditional “individualist” psychological methods.”? 

Ingrid Monson’s 1996 book, Saying Something: Jazz Improvisation and 
Interaction, provides an important perspective on the ongoing metaphor of 
music-as-language by situating jazz improvisation as a kind of conversation 
taking place in the context of African American cultural styles.’ The work 
draws upon the linguistics of Michael Silverstein, for whom an everyday 
conversation amounts to an “improvisational performance of culture” in which 
“an interactional text ... is a structure-in-realtime of organized, segmentable, and 
recognizable event-units of the order of social organizational regularity.... 
[S]ocial action in event-realtime has the capacity to be causally effective in the 
universe of identities as a basis for relationships and further social action.””° 

What emerges from this extended, yet necessarily incomplete, discussion of 
issues is the futility of drawing boundaries around the critical study of 
improvisation. Rather, in this project, we defer definitions in order to allow the 
scholarly conversation to wander into unforeseen areas. Our intent is to place 
scholars in virtual dialogue, where the totality of the compendium itself 


formulates an articulated, emergent, yet unbounded set of issues, drawn from 
multiple fields and thereby moving beyond the preoccupations of any one. 


IMPROVISATION AS A WAY OF LIFE 


The view of artistic improvisation as symbolizing social and political formations 
was dear to many authors in an earlier moment of improvisation studies. Newer 
critical engagements with the practice tended to turn this view on its head, 
finding that social and political formations themselves improvise and _ that 
improvisation not only enacts such formations directly but also is fundamentally 
constitutive of them. This turn allows the new critical improvisation studies to 
free itself from musical and artistic models while encouraging novel theoretical 
models of musical improvisation that can invoke the social in a higher register. 

The kinds of theorizations found in abundance in this Handbook tend to feel 
comfortable invoking the term improvisation without either special pleadings or 
the earlier problematizations and maskings. This is in part because important 
new discussions of improvisation are taking place across a large range of fields: 
anthropology and sociology; organizational, political, cognitive, and computer 
science; economics, theology, neuroscience, and psychology; philosophy, 
cultural studies, and literary theory; gender and sexuality studies; architecture 
and urban planning; education; and many others. In working with the 
contributors for this Handbook, we realized early on that scholars working in 
these areas did not necessarily situate their work in dialogue with the tropes 
identified in the previous section of this Introduction, and often had little or no 
investment in musical histories and ideologies, such as the cherished opposition 
between improvisation and composition. For instance, McGinn and Keros 
sought to “define an improvisation in the context of a negotiation as a coherent 
sequence of relational, informational, and procedural actions and responses 
created, chosen, and carried out by the parties during the social interaction.””° 
The prosaic and provisional nature of this definition, in expanding the frame of 
reference beyond the artistic, places considerable pressure on ideologies that 
impose upon the concept of improvisation the special sense of creative 
autonomy and uniqueness that so many commentators on music portrayed as 
fundamental. 

Nonetheless, musical improvisation continues to play an important role as a 
model for how various fields of scholarship pursue the identification and 
theorization of improvisative structure and function in human endeavor more 


generally. For instance, in 1998 the influential journal Organization Science 
devoted an entire issue to the possibilities of conceptually migrating concepts 
from improvisation toward theories and practices of business management. The 
issue, which was later published in book form, was one outcome of a 1995 
symposium held in Vancouver, Canada, “Jazz as a Metaphor for Organizing in 
the 21st Century.” The conference included performances by noted Canadian 
jazz musicians as well as organization scholars such as Frank Barrett, an 
accomplished pianist. 

The title of the issue’s introduction, “The Organization Science Jazz Festival: 
Improvisation as a Metaphor for Organizing,” playfully cast individual articles 
as performances on a festival. Influenced by Berliner’s Thinking in Jazz, 
contributions by Barrett, Karl Weick, and Mary Jo Hatch spurred the field’s now 
influential “jazz metaphor” for reconceiving interaction and creativity in 
business and management interactions. This metaphor provides one route toward 
thinking of improvisation in ways that could be applied to both artistic and 


nonartistic exchanges. ’” 

Around this same time, Claudio Ciborra, whose work combined 
organizational theory and information systems theory, published another 
influential book, The Labyrinths of Information: Challenging the Wisdom of 
Systems, in which he introduced notions of bricolage and what he called “drift” 
in his work on improvisation in management systems and their associated 
technologies, including his early studies of the Internet. In Ciborra’s words, 


Drifting describes a slight, or sometimes significant, shift of the role and function in concrete situations 
of usage, compared to the planned, pre-defined, and assigned objectives and requirements that the 
technology is called upon to perform (irrespective of who plans or defines them, whether they are 


users, sponsors, specialists, vendors, or consultants). ”° 


For Ciborra, drifting in the life of technological systems takes place in two 
related arenas: 


the openness of the technology, its plasticity in response to the re-inventions carried out by users and 
specialists, who gradually learn to discover and exploit features, affordances, and potentialities of 
systems. On the other hand, there is the sheer unfolding of the actors’ being-in-the-workflow and the 
continuous stream of interventions, tinkering, and improvisations that colour perceptions of the entire 


system life cycle.”? 


The encounter between freedom and structure ostensibly played out in musical 
improvisation also becomes connected with notions of planning. What is 
frequently heard is that the best improvisations are unscripted and unplanned, 
appearing with little or no preconceptions or premeditation, and/or drawing upon 
intuition and the unconscious mind. Hamilton quotes trumpeter-composer 


Wadada Leo Smith to the effect that “at its highest level, improvisation [is] 
created entirely within the improviser at the moment of improvisation without 
any prior structuring.”®° 

As it happens, both Ciborra’s work and the improvisative approach to 
organization and management theory more generally do call into question the 
efficacy of traditional models and practices of planning. A 1999 Ciborra article 
contrasts planning-oriented views of organization, such as the work of Allan 
Newell, Herbert Simon, and the artificial intelligence research of Terry 
Winograd, with research that he sees as more compatible with real-time choice 
and memory processes, such as the social theory of Anthony Giddens, the 
sociology of Alfred Schutz, and the philosophy of Edmund Husserl. While the 
discourse of rules and constraints is never far from a discussion of 
improvisation, Ciborra’s conclusion is that “ordinary decisions on markets and 
in hierarchies are de facto improvised, no matter how rules and norms are 
supposed to guide and constrain behavior.”®! 

Research in ethnomethodology has exercised significant impact on 
improvisation studies. Tamotsu Shibutani’s 1966 book Improvised News 
anticipated actor-network theory in its investigation of the circulation of rumor, 
an outgrowth of his experience in a Japanese American detention camp during 
World War II. “If enough news is not available to meet the problematic 
situation,” Shibutani wrote, “a definition must be improvised. Rumor is the 
collective transaction in which such improvisation occurs.”® 

Like Ciborra, later generations of computer science theorists working on 
interactive systems design, such as Paul Dourish and Philip Agre, also draw 
upon ethnomethodology. Dourish’s interpretation of the ideas of Harold 
Garfinkel maintains that “work is not so much ‘performed’ as achieved through 


improvisation and local decision-making.”°* 


The ethnomethodological view emphasises the way in which social action is not achieved through the 
execution of pre-conceived plans or models of behaviour, but instead is improvised moment-to- 
moment, according to the particulars of the situation. The sequential structure of behaviour is locally 


organised, and is situated in the context of particular settings and times.°4 


Agre’s late-1990s work is critical of the notion of planning as intrinsic to the 
operation of a real-time, real-world, situated computational system. For Agre, a 
central question concerns how 


human activity can take account of the boundless variety of large and small contingencies that affect 
our everyday undertakings while still exhibiting an overall orderliness and coherence and remaining 
generally routine? In other words, how can flexible adaptation to specific situations be reconciled with 


the routine organization of activity?°° 


Agre maintains that 


Schemes that rely on the construction of plans for execution will operate poorly in a complicated or 
unpredictable world such as the world of everyday life. In such a world it will not be feasible to 
construct plans very far in advance; moreover, it will routinely be necessary to abort the execution of 
plans that begin to go awry. If contingency really is a central feature of the world of everyday life, 


computational ideas about action will need to be rethought.°° 


Asserting that “when future states of the world are genuinely uncertain, detailed 
plan construction is probably a waste of time,”®’ Agre concludes that 


activity in worlds of realistic complexity is inherently a matter of improvisation. By “inherently” I 
mean that this is a necessary result, a property of the universe and not simply of a particular species of 
organism or a particular type of device. In particular, it is a computational result, one inherent in the 


physical realization of complex things.°® 


Agre’s use of improvisation as a computational metaphor brings him to a 
definition of improvisation that focuses less on materials, as with Berliner’s 
notion of recombination, than on an interactionist dynamics of decision making. 
Agre proposes a view of improvisation as “a running argument in which an 
agent decides what to do by conducting a continually updated argument among 
various alternatives,” where “individuals continually choose among options 
presented by the world around them. Action is not realized fantasy but 
engagement with reality. In particular, thought and action are not alternated in 
great dollops as on the planning view but are bound into a single, continuous 
phenomenon.”®? 

The relationship of improvisation to planning has been explored at the level of 
management of software projects, particularly the emerging “agile project 
management” (APM) model. Stephen Leybourne sees agile models moving 
away from “plan-then execute” paradigms toward a multistage model: “envision, 
speculate, explore, adapt, and close.”°° “If the known attributes of APM are 
mapped onto these accepted and empirically derived constructs of 
improvisational working,” Leybourne maintains, “the overlaps and common 
areas can then emerge. These constructs are creativity, innovation, bricolage, 
adaption, compression, and learning.”?! 

Of course, not everyone views bricolage as an unalloyed good. Togolese 
economist Kako Nubukpo’s scathing critique of African economic planning 
deploys the term pejoratively: 


Few African economists have a clear theoretical positioning. We are primarily in the register of 
bricolage, of opportunism, or if you want to be kinder, of pragmatism! There are two kinds of 
bricolage. Some are not bothered by the inconsistencies, provided their power positions are assured.... 


The others have no clear theoretical positioning: we are in situations characterized by the absence of 
discussion of macroeconomic paradigms, with improvisation in the face of societal challenges. 


The result of this lack of expertise, as Nubukpo sees it, results in improvisation: 
“Economic improvisation is the contextually rational response of African 
governments to events perceived as random. The lack of control of the 
instruments of economic sovereignty (currency, budget) translates in practice to 
an obligation to react instead of acting.”°? On the surface, Nubukpo’s lament is 
reminiscent of Richards’s account, in this Handbook, of shifting cultivation in 
Sierra Leone. However, what emerges from the economist’s account seems more 
in tune with a remark by Handbook contributors Ton Matton and Christopher 
Dell, who in their book on improvisation and urban studies, point out that 
“improvisation is often experienced as something rather forced than as 
emancipatory.... Well, we had to improvise, is what people say, in the hope that 
soon a situation will be established where order rules again.” 

Rethinking traditional approaches to planning has become a focus of the field 
of emergency management, as with recent work by Tricia Wachtendorf, James 
Kendra, and David Mendonca. Noting that “improvisation has had something of 
a checkered history in the emergency management field since its appearance in a 
disaster response seems to suggest a failure to plan for a_ particular 
contingency,”’? Wachtendorf and Kendra nonetheless assert that “while 
planning encompasses the normative ‘what ought to be done,’ improvisation 
encompasses the emergent and actual ‘what needs to be done.’”*° Indeed, the 
authors assert, following sociologist Kathleen Tierney, that “improvisation is a 
significant feature of every disaster. ... [I]f an event does not require 
improvisation, it is probably not a disaster.”?’ 

One notes in this work on computation and emergency management a very 
different viewpoint on the relation between the indeterminate and the 
improvisative. Rather than posing a distinction between the two based on 
directed acts of aesthetic choice, these non-artistic theorists assert an 
understanding of indeterminacy as an aspect of everyday life that is addressed 
improvisatively. Also absent in this expanded context are ideological debates 
common in musical research concerning whether or not improvisations must 
inevitably rely upon preset, memorized formulae, rules, and cultural models. 
Finally, as we see in a number of this Handbook’s articles, freedom and structure 
are not taken as oppositional.9° Rather, structure and freedom—as well as 
power, agency and constraint—become emergent in improvisative interaction. 
Indeed, in concert with those fin de siécle claims that improvisation is uniformly 
subversive, resistant, or utopian, we might also wish to see more research into 


the many other kinds of communities and institutions that have been 
“empowered” by their mastery of improvisational practices, such as the global 
financial industries, or the nation-state, which has proven remarkably resilient in 
spite of the rumors of its passing. 

Computer scientists have also deployed mathematical analogues to 
improvisation, notably in process control algorithms, and in experimental 
models of Internet search engines. The evolutionary “harmony search” 
algorithm, in wide use in civil engineering and industrial applications, is a 
metaheuristic path optimization algorithm that adopts the metaphor of a jazz trio 
searching for the ideal harmony. 


Musical performances seek a best state (fantastic harmony) determined by aesthetic estimation, as the 
optimization algorithms seek a best state (global optimum—minimum cost or maximum benefit or 
efficiency) determined by objective function evaluation. Aesthetic estimation is determined by the set 
of the sounds played by joined instruments, just as objective function evaluation is determined by the 
set of the values produced by component variables; the sounds for better aesthetic estimation can be 


improved through practice after practice, just as the values for better objective function evaluation can 


be improved iteration by iteration.°° 


Beyond such specific applications in search algorithms, the general relation 
between technology and improvisation is explored by a number of contributors 
in this Handbook. Tim Blackwell and Michael Young explore both the 
mathematics and the social aesthetics of “live algorithms.” Computer programs 
that can be said to improvise, as well as interacting in meaningful ways with 
improvising musicians, go back to the 1970s advent of relatively small, portable 
minicomputers and microcomputers that made live, interactive computer music a 
practical possibility. During the 1970s and 1980s, composer-performers such as 
Joel Chadabe, Salvatore Martirano, Frankie Mann, David Behrman, George 
Lewis, David Rosenboom, and the California Bay Area scene surrounding the 
League of Automatic Music Composers (Jim Horton, John Bischoff, Rich Gold, 
Tim Perkis, Mark Trayle, and others) began creating computer programs that 
interacted with each other and human musicians to create music collectively, 
blurring the boundaries between improvisation (in the traditional sense of 
purposive human activity) and machine interactivity. Much of this work was 
influenced by discourses in artificial intelligence, and MIT’s Marvin Minsky, 
one of the founders of the field and a virtuoso improvising pianist, was one of 
the first to propose musical improvisation as a gateway to understanding larger 
issues of knowledge representation.!°? Later, as computing technology 
underwent its second wave of miniaturization, new possibilities opened up for 
collaborative, networked improvisation; Ge Wang surveys some of these new 
possibilities for mobile music making in his contribution to these volumes. 


Another widely influential figure in this area was the groundbreaking 
psychologist-percussionist-computer scientist David Wessel, who passed away 
suddenly while preparing his article for this Handbook. 

Technologists often adopt improvisational theater as an area of focus. 
Research on computers as intelligent agents in virtual theater is the subject of 
Handbook articles by Celia Pearce and Brian Magerko, while installation and 
gaming contexts are explored by Simon Penny and D. Fox Harrell. Psychologist 
Clément Canonne, working on Collective Free Improvisation (CFI), references 
earlier work by Michael Pelz-Sherman, who calls free improvisation 
“heteroriginal” music, in which artistic decisions are made in performance 
relationships between multiple agents who seek to construct a_ shared 
representation of the improvisation.!°! Other models of real-time performances, 
both over the Internet and in live broadcasts, are recounted in Handbook articles 
by Sher Doruff, Antoinette LaFarge, and Adriene Jenik (in the human-to-human 
domain) and by David Rothenberg, who discusses his sound improvisation with 
a very tractable humpback whale. These articles also consider ways in which 
improvisation fosters new imaginings of the aesthetic, social, cultural, and 
political dimensions of human-computer and interspecies interactivity. 

Research at the nexus of improvisation, neuroscience, music, and cognitive 
science has also provided new discoveries about the brain, as Aaron Berkowitz, 
David Borgo, Ellie Hisama, Roger Dean and Freya Bailes, and Vijay Iyer 
discuss here. This research is presaged by the 1980s and 1990s work of Jeff 
Pressing, a crucially important early figure in improvisation studies. His models 
of how people improvise encompass physiology and neuropsychology, motor 
control, skill, and timing; music theory and oral folklore; artificial intelligence; 
and much more.!?7 


CONCLUSION 


Since we began this project, a number of influential volumes have emerged that 
engage improvisation in unusual and exciting ways that challenge prior 
orthodoxies within fields, revise histories that preserve traditional lacunae in the 
areas of gender and race, and construct new historiographies. Spearheaded by 
University of Guelph scholars Ajay Heble (literary theory) and Daniel Fischlin 
(theater studies), the Improvisation, Community, and Social Practice (ICASP) 
international research initiative has consistently provided leadership in the field. 
Founded with a grant from Canada’s Social Sciences and Humanities Research 


Council (SSHRC), ICASP’s remit begins with the assertion that “musical 
improvisation is a crucial model for political, cultural, and ethical dialogue and 
action." 

ICASP features seven interrelated research areas: gender and the body, law 
and justice, pedagogy, social aesthetics, social policy, text and media, and 
transcultural understanding, all of which come together to produce an ongoing 
series of colloquia, summer institutes, publications, postdoctoral fellowships, 
and its open-source peer-reviewed web journal, Critical Studies in 
Improvisation/Etudes critiques en improvisation.'!°* One important focus of 
ICASP’s social policy team is on ethics, democracy, and human rights, as 
represented in recent books by Tracey Nicholls, as well as Heble, Fischlin, 
George Lipsitz, and Jesse Stewart. Other ICASP-affiliated authors have 
contributed to legal studies, with recent books and articles by Sara Ramshaw, 
Tina Piper, and Desmond Manderson.!°° For example, Ramshaw’s analysis of 
Jacques Derrida’s remarks on improvisation cites the “openly responsive 
dimension of improvisation, which, although never complete or absolute, 
glances toward the singular other and keeps alive the possibility of democracy, 
ethics, resistance and justice in society.”!°° In fact, both scholars and journalists 
routinely offer the notion of musical improvisation as symbolic of democracy 
itself. 

Like ICASP, this Handbook is designed to serve as a marker for what the 
interdisciplinary study of improvisation has already achieved in terms of an 
exemplary literature. Particularly influential on this project has been the work of 
many scholars we have not already cited in this Introduction. The five edited 
volumes on improvisation in Walter Fahndrich’s Improvisation series (1992— 
2003) have included work on improvisative dimensions in semiotics, 
psychology, anthropology, music therapy, aesthetics, film, dance, and 
linguistics, among other fields. 

As this Handbook goes to press, we’d like to make mention of some recently 
published books that bode well for the diverse future of the field: Improvising 
Medicine, Julie Livingstone’s ethnographic study of an African oncology ward; 
Peter Goodwin Heltzel’s ringing Pentecostal call to justice, Resurrection City: A 
Theology of Improvisation; Edgar Landgraf’s Improvisation as Art; and the 
important volume edited by Hans-Friedrich Bromann, Gabriele Brandstetter, and 
Annemarie Matzke, Improvisieren: Paradoxien des Unvorhersehbaren.'°’ 

With scholarship of this quality emerging, we can be sure that this Handbook 
will become a spur to further exploration. So much work has been going on in so 
many fields that as researchers and readers become more familiar with the 


diversity of new approaches to improvisation—perhaps more than ever before— 
they will be surprised to find analogies and similarities between findings in 
disciplines seemingly far distant from their own. In the coming years, we hope to 
see new work that engages with topic areas in the posthumanities: new 
materialism, vitalism, and assemblage theory, among others. Spanning a wide 
range of disciplines in the humanistic, natural, and social sciences, this research 
examines concepts—like adaptation, self-organization, uncertainty, translation, 
and emergence—that could be profitably viewed through an improvisational 
squint. If, as Rosi Braidotti has recently observed, new work on the posthuman 
has already begun (and will continue) to bridge the two cultures of science and 
the humanities, then critical improvisation studies is well poised to make 


significant contributions to these unfolding conversations.!°° Indeed, one 
important outcome of the volume is to demonstrate that at levels of theory and 
practice, improvisation provides a site for the most fruitful kind of 
interdisciplinarity. One can also expect that a volume of this magnitude and 
scope will generate some controversies as to the propriety and usefulness of 
studying improvisation. In our view, sparking this kind of debate is a prime 
objective. 

We feel that the study of improvisation presents a new animating paradigm for 
scholarly inquiry. Borrowing a conceit of David Harvey’s, we can consider a 
fundamental “condition” of improvisation, and the essays we _ have 
commissioned for this Handbook demonstrate the ways in which the study of 
improvisation is now informing a vast array of fields of inquiry. Our hope is for 
these volumes to serve as both reference and starting point for a new, exciting, 
and radically interdisciplinary field. 
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PART I 


CITTES 


CHAPTER 1 


IMPROVISATION TECHNOLOGY AS MODE OF 
REDESIGNING THE URBAN 


CHRISTOPHER DELL AND TON MATTON 


The unthinking acceptance within urban studies that time and space act simply as objective, 
unvariant, external containers for the urban scene is now collapsing... In this perspective, social 
ordering occurs through complex efforts of both humans and non-humans to engage other actors 
through performative actions that are fundamentally heterogeneous and impossible to generalize. 


(Amin and Graham 1997, 419-420) 


Our chapter will concentrate on one possible mode of conceptualizing 
improvisation in the context of urban design. This approach refers to a definition 
of space not as container but as performatively produced. In that sense urbanity 
cannot be generalized as form anymore. This consequently implies that research 
space is not a space where we determine what is already there, but a space 
permeated by possibilities, a field of options to be anticipated. 

Contemporary cities can no longer be regarded as systems with their own 
internal coherence, but as what Amin and Thrift call “an amalgam of often 
disjointed processes and social heterogeneity” (Amin and Thrift 2002, 8). There 
are different ways to approach the design of the city under these new conditions, 
involving distinctive ways of reading, recording, and showing the city, a mode 
that amounts to new strategies of urban notation. Amin and Thrift observe, 
“Each urban moment can spark performative improvisations which are 
unforeseen and unforeseeable” (Amin and Thrift 2002, 4); thus, a design that 
integrates improvisation as a resource for planning (Lacaton/Vasall, Rem 
Koolhaas, Walter Hood, Bernd Kniess, Atelier Bow Wow), and also uses 
improvisation itself as diagrammatic practice for a new model for design, 
includes improvisation as an ontological fact of the city. 

In reading the contemporary city as “happening” or “performance,” we assert 
that there is an immanent potential in urban life that should not be misread as a 
predetermined form of logic, nor as illogical, but rather as an “atonal” logic of 


becoming that unfolds diagrammatically with urban situations. Our City is 
conceived as a virtual object (Lefebvre 2003) that mediates the differences of 
social actors as a set of virtual potentialities (Deleuze 2004); its trajectory is 
understood as a set of potentials that contain unpredictable elements of the 
present as a result of the morphogenetic process of structural culture and agency 
(Archer 1996). 

How could the relation between improvisation and urban design be defined in 
the context of critical improvisation studies? Paul Berliner describes jazz 
improvisation as “reworking pre-composed material and designs in relation to 
unanticipated ideas conceived, shaped, and transformed under the special 
conditions of performance, thereby adding unique features to every creation” 
(Berliner 1994, 241). Thus, we assert that in the context of improvisation, design 
changes to redesign. A traditional, metaphysical conception of design is 
premised on a “eureka moment,” an idea born of genius that starts from an 
empty page. Redesign as improvisation is just the opposite, as Latour argues: 
design “is never a process that begins from scratch: to design is always to 
redesign” (Latour 2008). That means that design as linear process as described in 
the standard works of Jones (1992), Heath (1984), Rowe (1991), and Shoshkes 
(1989) is replaced by a process of reassembling. 


Improvisation of the first order acts only as a reactive principle, repairing a lack. Our concern, on the 
other hand, is to also reveal, with our way of performing, the mode of production of our current urban 
reality, i.e. to thematize ourselves as spatial producers. We attempt this with improvisation of the 
second order: the translation of learned rules and practices into an anticipatory concept that does not do 
away with planning or framing, but instead tries to transgress them transversally. Improvisation of the 
second order is space production as creation. (Matton and Dell 2010, 3) 


Here, techne is understood as practical intelligence, as a poetical endeavor that 
is in the process of organizing “systematizing networks” (Latour 2007) of the 
city. Thus, we would like to call this mode “improvisation technology,” whereby 
the notion of improvisation becomes transformed from the bricolage mode of 
repair (improvisation mode 1) to technology (improvisation mode 2). 

In his essay “Organizational Redesign as Improvisation,” Weick states that 
design is usually defined as an action “that occurs at a fixed point of time,” and 
is translated into plans that are “based on assumptions of ideal conditions and 
envision structures rather than processes. The structures are assumed to be stable 
solutions to a set of current problems that will change only incrementally” 
(Weick 2000, 57). Design as improvisation proposes to read design as continual 
redesign: “[R]esponsibility for the initiation of redesign is dispersed, 
interpretation is the essence of design, resourcefulness is more crucial than 
resources, the meaning of an action is usually known after the fact and little 


structures go a long way” (Weick 2000, 58). For Weick, the issue of redesign “is 
one of proportion and simultaneity rather than choice” (Weick 2000, 63). Thus, 
improvisation could be viewed as an act of interpretation rather than decision 
making. 

The process of interpretation is crucial to the redesign process itself: it intends 
to encode or deconstruct performative urban events into internal categories that 
could be part of the design process and system. The act of interpretation involves 
creating notations, diagrams that work non-representationally and serially in 
order to facilitate or enable the reassembling of the urban. The designer does not, 
as an external expert, pump knowledge “into” society but creates an arrangement 
that generates novel solutions by enabling “people to learn more about their 
environment and rebuild some agreements about causal structure” (Weick 2000, 
73). Redesign becomes a mode to lay open the structures and resources of 
situations to all the participants—and thus, it thrives in conditions of uncertainty. 
Redesign orders, retains, catalogs, and structures materials of specific situations 
in a flexible way. Improvisation as redesign could thus be understood as 
enabling design “that animates people so that they create actions, which can then 
become patterned” (Weick 2000, 75). 

Improvisation is a technology that enables us not only to navigate through 
new urban spaces but also to produce them in situ. Yet improvisation technology 
does not speak of naive vitalism or a socio-romantic notion of the everyday; 
rather, it uncovers new modes of politics in which the contemporary city is 
interpreted as a space of transition, where transformations that arise from 
unexpected reactions and spontaneous productions of urban life nurture new 
forms of organization—and thus new spaces of the political. Understanding 
urban design as “Stddtebau” constitutes a critical urban ontology that supersedes 
the global assertions, planning statistics, and concrete object-oriented 
perspective of the architect to intermesh between flesh and stone, fixture and 
flow, object and practice, and its operative techno-logics in the production of 
new urban situations. 

This philosophy of the becoming doesn’t see ontology as a constant and 
coherent reality as is, but as an emergent process, a generative multiplicity of 
divergent and discontinuous logics with their two modes of space production: 
first, the practices themselves as performative production of urban encounter, 
urban knowledge, and urban space; and second, the technological aspect of the 
urban processes. Instruments and tools become a vital part of knowing, a 
diagrammatical (i.e., potential) logic of becoming. Interpreting urban practices 
as technologies means including their disciplinary aspects (Foucault 1991), 
normative practices of self-control and modulation (Parr 2010) that constantly 


exceed that disciplinary envelope, and a theoretical technology that conceives 
city as intersubjectively produced space (Lefebvre 1991). 


URBAN NOTATION: HOW TO READ AND MAKE 
VISIBLE URBAN PROCESSES 


In connection with architecture and city analysis, our goal is to research a range 
of topics developing in parallel that investigate the transposition of the 
temporality of artistic processes and methods of communication. In artistic 
modes of production, notation takes on new meanings and functions as a 
working tool that alters the form of art itself, as well as the way it is made and 
reflected. It is therefore important for us that notation in new music is 
understood in its essential aspect, the creative act. 

Long-standing notational practices in Western art music imply an author 
(composer) who conceives of musical ideas and represents them in a score, anda 
performer whose only job is to interpret these notations. Emerging in the 
decades after World War II, graphic scores sought new ways of opening up form 
by applying available minimal structures and templates and by reintroducing 
modular variations to put forward completely new conceptions of notation, 
performance, and recording. The new notations could be understood as frames of 
experiment that know no unequivocal representational attribution in sound 
phenomena; rather, they performatively frame and thematize an epistemological 
space. In this way, the non-representational notational drafts of the new music 
precisely thematize the relationships among design, recording, repetition, 
interpretation, reproduction, and improvisation. 


NOTATIONS AS EPISTEMOLOGICAL PRAXIS, ‘TRACES 
OF THE EXPERIMENTAL SPACE 


The science historian Hans Jorg Rheinberger maintains that 


notation oscillates between ephemeral uncertainty and finite identification; associated with it is the 
transitional capture of what is fleeting, and its definitive entry within a fixed frame. The notations can 
be a spontaneous incident or the effect of an extended process of performance and completion. And 
then there is everything that occurs and takes place between those extremes. (Appelt, Amelunxen, and 
Weibel 2008, 279) 


Notation, as Rheinberger reveals, is not to be understood as distinct from 
knowledge. We write nothing down that we already know; rather, knowledge is 
perfected in the act of notation. Notation here implies not only writing in the 
narrow sense; for Rheinberger, “There is indeed something connective that has 
to do with writing or graphism in the broadest sense” (Appelt, Amelunxen, and 
Weibel 2008, 279). The developments sedimented as notations become materials 
to be worked with until the point at which writing begins and they are laid down 
as sediment in their turn. 


NOTATION AND DIAGRAMMATICS 


Notations in the mode of urban improvisation colonize the intervening space 
between performance (Performanz) and experiment; they use a form of 
performative representation in order to enter a mode of thought in which it is 
possible to investigate the traces of the city itself. In doing so we proceed, like 
the graphisms of new music, diagrammatically and not representationally. What 
does that mean? 

The meaning of diagrammatic for our work is influenced by Deleuze’s notion 
of the diagram as a map, albeit an unusual one: an “abstract machine” (Deleuze 
1992a, 52), defined by formal functions and matters, that in its intersocial 
expression and in its cartography problematize the relationship and the 
difference between map and territory. The diagram does not simply express 
something but rather refers to this expression as representation, and never 
functions to 


represent a pre-existing world; it produces a new type of reality, a new model of truth...It creates 
history, insofar as it dissolves previous realities and meanings, and generating points of emergence or 
creating unexpected connections and improbable passages. It attaches a becoming to history. (Deleuze 
1992a, 54) 


With regard to design aspects, the diagram does not merely generate, but as a 
process of production in time it acts in a more constructively improvisational 
way: “[I]t ceaselessly swirls matters and functions together so completely that 
they yield to constant changes... [I]t dissolves previous realities and meanings, 
thereby generating as many shapes as many points of emergence or creativity of 
unexpected connections and improbable passages” (Deleuze 1992a, 53-54). 

The diagram can provide us with a metarepresentation of the processes for a 
remix or reprogramming of the city, in which there are fewer new objects 
generated than transformations. Their movements produce construction—form 


out of itself. Design must then be newly defined: no longer as a transcendental 
idea or form, describable as a plan, which is then realized, but as a plan that fixes 
the object according to its form and use. This is because the diagram, following 
Deleuze’s insight, is “blind,” “even though it is the thing to bring about seeing or 
speaking” (Deleuze 1992a, 54), insofar as it cannot serve as an exact description 
of that which it produces or actualizes. And yet the diagram is neither chaotic 
nor without direction; it is simply that different navigational controls are at 
work, namely, mechanisms from within the process and its interactions, rather 
than from without. 

The diagram works operatively and performatively; it produces form with its 
own causal quality as an immanent and not totalizing cause: “[T]he abstract 
machine is equally the cause of concrete settings, that establish its relationships, 
and these power settings proceed ‘not from above,’ but within and through the 
nexus of settings produced” (Deleuze 1992a, 56). At the same time, the diagram 
is the map of these power behaviors as a projectogram, as notation of the 
unfolding process and its incisions (Einschnitte). The interpretation of this 
picture-diagram as a work of analysis is both an exercise and training in thinking 
and anticipating diagrammatic movements from virtuality to actuality (see 
Figure 1.1). The question is then no longer, “Do I recognize this object?” or 
“Does this conflict with my idea as form?” but rather: “When does an 
actualization take place as effect? How can I tell? And which criteria and values 
does the effect produce?” 


the patchwork family needs patchwork houses 


FIGURE 1.1 Patchwork as improvisation: Architectural notation-diagram of the improvisative production 
of space. 


Drawing by Ton Matton. 


‘TOWARD AN ATONAL LOGIC OF THE URBAN 


A diagram is formed in this way by the performativity of its strategic qualities— 
the processes of passage and variation found on the same plane. These points 
establish a nexus of contiguities that, while temporary, is also manifold and 
heterogeneous; Deleuze describes this phenomenon as an atonal logic (Deleuze 
1992a, 10). 

What does this mean for the conception of the city? We begin from the basic 
assumption that notations and conceptions that operate merely as 
representational expressive forms are no longer adequate to discover how 
organization functions; it is much more helpful to focus on the process of 
organization rather than organization as figurative object. Process in Marx is 
considered as the opposition between industry and nature. Industry takes raw 
materials out of nature and returns them to her as waste, a process divisible into 


spheres of production, distribution, and consumption. Deleuze and Guattari 
counter that 


in truth there is no such thing as relatively independent spheres or circuits: Production is immediately 
consumption and recording process (enregistrement), without mediation. The recording process and 
consumption accord directly with production, although they do so within the production process itself. 
Hence everything is production. (Deleuze and Guattari 2009, 4) 


To take this a step further: “There is no such thing as either man or nature 
now, only a process that produces the one within the other, and couples them 
together” (Deleuze and Guattari 2009, 2). From this, Deleuze and Guattari 
deduce that “process” signifies “incorporating recording and consumption within 
production itself.” The exercise lies then in “making them the productions of one 
and the same process” (4) so that “There is only one kind of production, the 
production of the real” (32). Which is to say: new meanings attach themselves to 
the recording of the process as movement. To this end, it becomes necessary to 
invent a new form of non-homogeneous notation and to reconceptualize it as a 
writing of the emergent real itself. The structures to be revealed only make sense 
when shown in their functioning, for they are either representations or the 
bearers of relationships between people; they are components of abstract 
machines and indicate a production process and relations of production that, 
because they are not recursive on representational inscriptions, are primordial. 

The city diagrams we seek are not directly representative. Rather, they are the 
bearers of relationships and the distributors of agents, but the agents do not 
shape identities because the relationships are not static. It is necessary to 
describe the complex of relations from the point of view of the recording of city 
as process and in terms that correspond properly to it—including its effect on the 
process itself (feedback). To “describe” here means to take a cross-section of 
reports, together with creative production in notation itself. In this respect the 
interdisciplinary set-up of music and urban design is not intended to interpret 
city as music, but has rather to be seen as an exercise to introduce musical 
thought into the analysis of the urban as performative process. 


STRUCTURE AND SERIES 


Let us ask again: what makes a city a spatial formation? Steve Pile (Massey et al. 
1999, 2) identifies three aspects that distinguish urban spaces: (1) their density as 
concentrations of people, things, institutions, and architectural forms; (2) the 
heterogeneity of life they juxtapose in close proximity; and (3) their siting of 


various networks of communications and flows across and beyond the city. One 
could think that improvisation technology focuses on the third point and 
understands the city as spatially open, as a cross-cut of different kind of 
mobilities from flows of people to commodities and information; urban life 
becomes the irreducible product of mixed spatialities and transnational 
connections. But Henri Lefebvre explains that the urban as form cannot be 
reduced to other forms (Lefebvre 2003). I can try to analyze the urban in 
fragments, but in so doing I cannot withdraw to a space outside and cannot take 
the fragments as subsystems for granted. Similarly, improvisation technology 
does not assume that a city can be reduced to networks or systems, because this 
would imply that the city is flat. Instead the focus lies on analyzing the 
numerous systemizing practices of networks and individuals alike, which give a 
provisional ordering to urban life as an investigation of the structural relations of 
the intersubjectively produced space (Lefebvre 1991). Thus, the trajectory of a 
city becomes understood as a set of potentials that contains unpredictable 
elements as a result of coevolution of problems and solutions (see Figure 1.2). 
Each urban moment can spark performative improvisations that are unforeseen 
and unforeseeable. My actions cannot be planned partly because my being in the 
moment of the situation is itself another action. Therefore we need to trust in 
lived space and in the solutions that result from the situation itself. Lefebvre’s 
dictum thus also applies to us: our action as space production always produces 
an unresolved residue that cannot be standardized. 


Holm Oak 29 - 27 meter 
Quercus ilex 


TRUFFLES and SERRANO HAM 


The Holm Oak is one of the top three trees used in the establishment 
of truffle orchards, or truffieres. Truffles grow in an ectomycorrhizal 
association with the trees roots. 

The acorns are edible (toasted or as a flour) and are an important 
food for free-range pigs reared for serrano ham production. Boiled 
in water, the acorns can also be used as a medicinal treatment for 
injury dis-infections. 


The Holm Oak is suitable for coastal windbreaks because of its 
size and solid evergreen character 


the GLOBAL FARMER 


the global farmer (e.g. an illegal or refugee), rents in every garden 
a plot to keep 2 pigs, to plant some holmoak trees or to grow fish. 
He ‘pays’ for the use of private garden pieces with half of the 
harvest, with the other half he earns his living 

He works over the region, driving around in a special vehicle 

and take care of his alotments spread over the area. 

his selling-base is of course the ICON building, the new congress 
centre at the airport where all local trade is concentrated (no 
global players allowed to introduce a new regional atmosphere) 
In this informal market you can buy the regional truffel, free range 
ham, local grown fish and vegetables, etc. 


FIGURE 1.2 Example of the coevolution of problems and solutions: Agricultural improvisation. 
Drawing by Ton Matton. 


The focus on structure instead of system or network is essential, because this 
is the way to analyze in movement without having to externalize or formalize. 
Structural research works with catalogs instead of formal designs—with series of 
hubs, typologies, and fragments. That does not mean negating form, but rather 
dealing with the contingencies of urban situations by anticipating them. Thus, 
form means structuring processes as open framings. At this point, designers need 
to consider using diagrammatics, as well as the structuralist concept on which it 
is founded: the neighborhood principle. 

Deleuze’s specific interpretation of the diagram can be understood as a 
product of his discussion of structure as a field that proceeds according to 
relational and topological criteria. Structure is to be imagined as a relational set 
of rules that develops temporary neighborhood systems out of procedural 
practice, thus making possible new referential connections (Deleuze 1992b, 15). 
If designing is structurally modulated in the direction of diagrammatics 
(Koolhaas 2004, 67), the result is more than a specific form of organization. 
What is meant here is not only the structural process of designing itself but also 
designing on the basis of diagrams. 


We concur with Koolhaas that “the diagram is not only a device that triggers 
architecture, or enables us to trigger architecture. It is also a device with which 
to look at the world and to try to represent some of the bizarre conditions we 
observe” (Eisenman, Steele, and Koolhaas 2007, 14). As Koolhaas’s exhibition 
“content” clearly indicates, this structural process gives rise to its essential 
representations: catalogs, atlases, cartographies, and typologies of material and 
material systems. These are, so to speak, “products” of the plateaus that are 
actualized as series of time slices that the design processes go through. 


THE STRUCTURE OF STRUCTURALISM 


Deleuze’s study of structuralism, Woran erkennt man den Strukturalismus ? 
(1992b), identifies seven criteria by which structure may be conceived. For 
Deleuze, between the empirical (real) and the ideal (imaginary) is a third 
category: the symbolic, to which he refers as the first criterion. Although in itself 
the symbolic is “blind,” as Deleuze says, it is this third level that actually brings 
the real to light, by ordering the neighborhoods of elements and bringing them 
into relationship. His second criterion, the locale, conceives of structure as a set 
of rules, a temporary developing neighborhood order (Deleuze 1992b, 15) of a 
pre-extensive space that operates topologically and relationally. Criterion three, 
the relation of difference and particularity, is “the smallest linguistic unit capable 
of distinguishing two words with different meanings: for instance, bane and 
pane” (Deleuze 1992b, 39). Symbolic relationships consist of elements that have 
no value in themselves but are defined based on their relationship. In particular, 
the question as to function is already inherent: while the differences determine 
the nature of beings and objects that they embody, the particulars form a 
topology, an order of places that determines the contents and functions of the 
elements occupying a certain place. 

For urban design this means that its relationality is linked to function by 
particularity, but function and content are not determined on the basis of their 
form—that is, on the basis of their totality—but rather on the deeper basis of the 
topological relationship of “undetermined” elements. In the design process this 
means that the game is first opened up to investigation, and a maximum amount 
of material regarding what constitutes a specific urban situation is generated 
without knowing ahead of time the particulars that make the situation unique. 
For Koolhaas, the city reveals itself as a “sociology happening” (Koolhaas and 
Mau 1997); he gathers patterns that appear to be the most accidental or the most 


invisible as essential components of the city and thus assigns new value to 
everyday details as material for his own work. 

Deleuze’s fourth criterion, the process of differentiation, observes that 
because structure is unconscious, the presence of structure can come into being 
only performatively. Its underlying structural logic and functional energy has to 
be described as virtual: neither real nor possible, but rather in an intermediate 
stage of that which is potential. Thus, if a given diagram is interpreted 
performatively, it can be understood as a structural process that tries to discover 
order through its own open process of investigation. The richness and untidiness 
of the present-day city are recognized and input as material. Diagrams then serve 
to organize the ambiguity of the category of the material in an everyday urban 
situation as “information,” expressed in terms of reservoirs, storehouses of 
structure, matrices, fields full of potentials that need to be actualized, a process 
“that always implies partial combinations and unconscious selection” (Deleuze 
1992b, 28). The work on this can therefore always be carried out in the form of a 
catalog. The virtuality of the structure must always be defined in its relational 
neighborhood order as “coexistence, which exists before the beings, the objects, 
and the works of this territory” (Deleuze 1992b, 28). That makes design work 
laborious, because for a long time one sees nothing at all; one must get by 
without work in order to penetrate to the foundation of the potentials. 

It is clear to Deleuze that symbolic elements can organize themselves only in 
series, the fifth criterion of structure. This becomes clear if we use the catalog 
work of designing as an example. Every question creates its series of structures 
and elements and at the same time refers to a preceding series without 
reproducing the particularities and conditions of the preceding series 1:1. Rather, 
subsequent series continue to play them on a different level. Nevertheless, they 
do not stand for themselves alone. 

This is crucial for our concept of design. It goes without saying that one goes 
on working with the imaginary, with images, with “creativity,” but this 
phenomenon may be misinterpreted as long as we reduce it to concepts that refer 
to “the imagination,” a notion that understands design as an operation in which 
an “idea” is realized, that is, in which a certain mode of production identifies 
itself with an image of the plan. On the structural level, however, what appears 
are relational arrangements of series of variance. Imagination—and this is the 
paradox—lays down the path, locks the plan in place. Structure, on the other 
hand, connects concepts as plans to the socio-material conditions of concrete 
situations without, and this is important, closing the situation with design but 
keeping it open. 

The traditional understanding of design in architecture is in terms of the model 


“idea > plan implementation,” in which the problem involved and how it 
should be solved are actually known from the very start. On the other hand, in 
this Deleuze-inflected structural method, series are shifts in construction. Shift is 
not a feature introduced from outside, but rather “a fundamental characteristic 
that makes it possible to define structure as the order of places under changing 
conditions” (Deleuze 1992b, 45). The entire process is affected by this origin, 
although the origin does not appear in the picture. 

The relational field that runs through, circulates in, and is made up of series 
emerges as the sixth criterion—a field that is formally empty, structurally full, 
and functionally uncertain. 

Thus, work in series and catalogs can also be understood as an attempt, for 
one, to let go of all instrumentality and representation. In the controlled, focused 
surrender to the field and the shifts produced thereby and embodied in the 
process, a serial field of variants can then be spanned and run through. These 
variants will produce the next steps and questions for each case. 

This does not mean to negate representations but to reinterpret representation 
as citation in the meaning that Derrida has coined: “Could a performative 
succeed, if its formulation did not repeat a ‘coded’ or iterable utterance? If it 
were not identifiable in some ways as a ‘citation’?” (Derrida 1988, 18). If, as 
Derrida implies, every action and representation of it is provisional, 
representations must also be understood in their non-representational vectors and 
energies as well, and (non)representations should be interpreted as products of 
series and not of ideas per se, and as catalogs, atlases, and maps. Structurally 
seen, they form a topology of points that are relative to each other, so that the 
relative places of their segments, their points of intersection, and interfaces 
depend both on the absolute place of each segment at a specific moment and on 
the relationship, which circulates constantly and is shifted back onto itself. 
Formally seen, they form a set of typologies that are identified through 
specifically set properties. This leads to the conception of analogy formation and 
the construction of correspondences. In this context structures can be interpreted 
as tools that enable “agency” as capabilities of performing. 

So this mode of typology does not refer so much to form as identity as to 
constellation and relation, while bringing into the foreground the problematics of 
improvisation and emergence. Functionally seen, the series form a set of 
possible performances, uses, and hubs. The functional indeterminacy of the field 
doesn’t mean that no functions are present, but rather that these functions arise 
from the course of the performative process and remix of the urban. 

As an example, Koolhaas’s concept of the program makes it possible to think 
in terms of function without having to determine it. He turns the function, as it 


were, into a use field that can overlap or mix with other use fields. Function 
becomes appropriation and use. Structure, the way it is described here, can come 
alive only if it is actualized when we are in the mode of lived space (Lefebvre 
1991). So we take the mode of work, /’art de faire, from structuralism to create 
series, rows, and typologies. 

Now, to consider what Deleuze and Foucault have called subjectivation, 
structural work in the sense of improvisation does not operate without a subject 
but splits the subject up into intersubjective constellations. In its relation to 
structure, the subject develops its relationship to the real, since as Deleuze puts 
it, “The real, the imaginary are always produced in a secondary manner by the 
functioning of the structure” (Deleuze 1992b, 57). That is, primary effects exist 
in the structure itself—they are the tendencies immanent in it. Designing, then, 
means to bring immanent tendencies of urban situations to actualization and to 
transform them. As architect Jean-Philippe Vassal puts it, “[The immanent 
tendencies are] identifying elements, forces and energies which are genuinely 
determining the spatial performance of a given situation” (Ruby and Ruby 2008, 
252). 

This method can be clearly observed in the project “Place Leon Aucoc,” a 
commission awarded in 1996 to the firm of Lacaton and Vassal by the city 
council of Bordeaux as part of a plan to redevelop public squares in the city. The 
architects followed their specific approach (which could also be called “critical 
ontology”)! by entering the situation itself—spending time in the square, which 
is located in the city’s working-class district. That was all. They realized that 
structurally the square already had everything that was needed. Therefore, they 
did not believe physical changes were appropriate. But that does not mean that 
they did nothing. Rather, they proceeded diagrammatically: 


Instead [of making physical changes] we drew up a catalogue of maintenance measures which were 
strikingly obvious and yet completely neglected, including regularly cleaning the place of dog 
excrements in order to make it possible to play the game of pétanque on it once again. (Ruby and Ruby 
2008, 254) 


Thus, they reversed the situation. By dealing with the square in a performative 
way, they improved its usability—what is done with the square, how it is used— 
and thus stimulated the neighborhood, activated it. 

Does this mean conceiving the city only by using the house as a benchmark? 
Not exactly. Acting with a local focus, while also thinking about the many 
different benchmarks of the context, makes it possible to bring the effects to 
light and make use of them. “For me an intervention is contextual if it succeeds 
in engaging in a physical exchange with its environment,” (Ruby and Ruby 


2008, 254) says Vassal. This is not the contextualism of, for example, Colin 
Rowe’s concept of the figure-ground diagram (Rowe and Koetter 1984). Rather 
than becoming dependent on the context, the approach of Lacaton and Vassal to 
the redesign of the square made use of the unused potentials of what was given. 
The task of the designer in this case is to make visible not the figure or the form, 
but rather the ground and its potentials; to use the everyday features that are not 
noticeable, perhaps because they have already become too obvious or because 
they are not even part of our horizon of interpretation or our expectations. 


DIAGRAMMATICS AND REVERSE FUNCTIONALISM 


When we attempt to describe a diagrammatical design process as notation, we 
are interested in how structures function, what forces they unfold, and which 
places in the city generate actions, appropriations, and activation. We are 
interested in the issue of control and in a new interpretation of the control of 
matrices. Disorder becomes constructively playable, and _ productions, 
extractions, currents and cuts, and sources are synthesized and processed in ways 
specific to a given interaction. All of these elements are almost infinitely 
interconnectable, and their alternatives are reduced in relation to a superior third 
entity. “The diagram, today, is a tried-and-true means of connecting design and 
form finding with the fields of societal problems captured in columns of data,” 
notes Werner Sewing (Sewing 2001, 10). However, Sewing still believes the 
architect is the “diagnostician of society who, nevertheless, always keeps to his 
own sphere of competence, design” (Sewing 2001, 10). In contrast, we feel the 
need, precisely at this interface, to go beyond design to explore the relevance of 
the diagram concept not only for observation but also for the actual 
implementation of projects. This approach has little to do with the form-oriented 
Omamentation of a parametric design process that simulates situations to derive 
forms from them. This type of algorithmic design, as Toni Kotnik rightly pointed 
out, operates with the linear input of parameters and functions (Kotnik 2009). 
What is involved here, however, is neither a physical nor imaginary but a 
topological place of positional relations, bringing thoughts into new 
neighborhoods and tracing them back to the latter, making relationships visible 
or readable. 

Let us return to our starting point. In order to deal constructively with the 
contingencies of city as it is presently understood, it is necessary to provide and 
create minimal structures that open or make situations possible. The focus is on 


creating (meta-) forms (Dell 2011) as open frames that cause structures to 
function, thus opening up new connections for using urban space and creating 
structural bases for urban opportunities. According to Teresa Stappani, 


It is the performative aspect and diagrammatic nature of their pliable structures that make them 
relevant in current architectural and urban discourse, where emphasis is placed not on the predefinition 
of a static and resolved configuration, but on the adjustable accommodation of constantly mutating 
situations and social dynamics. (Lindner 2006, 176) 


One could speak of an inverted modernity or a reverse functionalism—a 
functionalism from below that results from the use of the city—from the 
operative interconnections of a topography of potentialities that are functionally 
led to their actualization, activated, as it were, as the spatial instruction of 
performative diagrams. 


URBAN PRAXIS AS IMPROVISATION: META-FORMULA 


In The Urban Revolution, Lefebvre (2003) asks about the mechanisms of the 
fragmentary orders of the urban and how its totality organizes itself locally. For 
Lefebvre, the way to a new planning of the city lies in forms of self- 
management. But what could this self-management look like? Imagining this 
urban praxis as improvisation, as constructive handling of disorder in a 
community, suggests that everybody who participates in an improvised 
organization should take time to think about the rules according to which an 
organization should be constructed. Here what Kant has termed “reflecting 
power of judgment” comes into play. He differentiated between two modes of 
judgment: the reflective and the determining. The latter applies rules, while the 
first reflects upon rules and creates new ones in community situations (sensus 
communis) (Kant 2008). In the improvisational organization this reflective 
retention, as a structure outlasting action—the perception of actions, the 
interpretation of the process—becomes the memory of improvisation: it can 
adopt patterns and secure them for future actions. Reflecting power of judgment 
is called for when the assumption is legitimate that memory can become a break. 
The imperative of improvisation coordinates the three steps of judgment, 
figurating action, and retention. As a formula of improvising, it interweaves the 
rules, ambiguities, perceptions, and choices in such a way that action remains 
possible. The formula suggests that actions produce retention, that is, structure, 
and thus influence subsequent actions, as well as their interpretation, and that the 
agents must ensure that they pay attention to the specifics of these results and 


question them. 

The improvisational imperative says: if you want to improvise, you must 
organize your actions in such a way that they can handle the ambiguities and 
disorder of a situation constructively, namely in interaction and engagement with 
others. The designation of improvisation is then form as meta-form: a general 
phrase that inspires the individual or groups to develop their own organizational 
concepts, rules, and frames. We discover that phenomena assumed to be 
disorganized in actual fact bear forms of order in themselves or vice versa. It 
remains important to recognize that these constitute our interpretations in regard 
to how we use the city as something more or less organized, thus also organizing 
and structuring it. 

Why is that important for an urban society? Because the urban is both 
occupied by its users and produced by them. Urban form could thus be explained 
from its superordinate function, a kind of metafunction. Improvisation would 
then be a strategy for deriving direct functions from the metafunction. 


CITY AND ORGANIZATION 


At this point it might be fruitful to understand the city as a learning organization 
(Argyris and Schén 1995). But what exactly do we mean when we equate the 
city with organization? Planning theories that see the city as a unit, as system, 
often advocate an organism. Organicism, however, assumes a controllability of 
the system or its simple self-regulation. Then the specificity of the city remains 
in the dark. 

Today we must assert: the city as process is not an object but consists of 
relationships—both to society as a whole and to its constitutive elements and 
historical development. The city changes when society changes. However, the 
urban is not just a passive result. It is formed from direct relationships between 
people and organizations, but it cannot be reduced to these. Lefebvre speaks of 
two ordering systems that overlay each other in the organization of the city: the 
organization of individuals, groups, or groups among each other, and the 
regulation of society by institutions. The city is the site of mediation between 
these orders. 

Organizational studies and approaches based on systems theory since the 
beginning of the 20th century conceived of organization as an object. Organicist 
theories like those of the Chicago School at the end of the 1920s, as well as the 
utopias of the 1960s (like those of Superstudio), have the tendency to fade out 


historical developments and to transfer social conflicts to spaces that can be 
determined and drawn in clearly demarcated limits, dividing the city into healthy 
and sick, or functional and dysfunctional, parts that in turn are linked with the 
mental and social health of the various districts. In this view it becomes the 
architect’s task to create “healthy spaces” and to prefer homogeneity over 
heterogeneity. Architecture regulates space. 

One might assume it was meant that the urban should be understood as a 
conglomerate of individuals who could be freely organized, far away from class 
struggles, division of labor, and social classes. The city would then be thought an 
ideal form, and urbanity would be extrapolated as ideology. Then partial 
knowledge would be added to this ideology, a purely ideological operation that 
would consist of the passage from the part to the whole, from the elemental to 
the total, from the relative to the absolute. From this perspective, the architect 
would see him- or herself as a kind of demiurge who would produce a synthesis 
of nature, landscape, a rural way of life, and the rational function of the city. The 
architect would create the surface for “humane” habitation. 

Historically, the more urban planning followed this ideology, the more precise 
it became in its instructions. In the transition from functionalism to structuralism 
or system theory, planning studies the circulations of the city and tries to 
systematize all movements, always with a rational model of the city in mind. 
The apotheosis of such a strategy is to interpret the city as a network of 
circulations and currents as a center of communication. This ideology is fuelled 
by inadmissible reductions and leads to the city being composed of 
infrastructures. To examine carefully what happens if you try to break away 
from just that infrastructure is an important part of Ton Matton’s experiment, in 
which planning is thought the other way round, asking what happens when small 
interventions trigger reflections on the totality, while recognizing that one’s own 
interventions represent always part of the totality. You cannot not produce space; 
every experiment is part of creating the city as work. 

In this essay we have spoken of organization and regulation as improvisation 
—assuming that structures can develop from actions in time, that is, from 
improvisations that are organized, regulated (structure), and framed (form) 
toward (or from) uses. The opposite of that is planning in the conventional sense. 
Planning actually does everything right: it discovers that the urban consists of 
mental spaces, that it has a metalevel. But what is wrong is the conclusion that 
urbanism draws—that this metalevel could be grasped structurally, reduced to 
timeless structures, and thus made controllable. Planning then assumes that time 
should be faded out as a disruptive factor, that structures exist beyond time, 
quasi-homotopically, outside of time. This kind of planning assumes that ideal 


forms exist and can be projected into a terrain. Project and projection are 
confused. Produced in a neutral space of reason, planning thinks it can also 
assume that urban space is neutral—but the space of the urban is political, 
subject to hegemonic orders, interests, and conflicts. An object, however 
beautiful its form may be, cannot be neutral; while every object has 
consequences, even one that is thought to be neutral, this does not release 
planners from reflecting on these consequences. 

This does not mean that planning is not important. On the contrary, precisely 
because space needs to be conceived as totality, planning needs to be more 
strongly involved but also transgressed transversally. Drawn representations, 
iconographies, and Photoshop renderings constitute part of the research into the 
representation of design. Even this engagement with representational forms is 
part of the design process and not just a means to an end (object). We ask 
precisely about the terms form, function, and structure—what these terms mean, 
what their significance is, and how they can be communicated appropriately. 

In this context the diagram of improvisational redesign can be understood as 
experimenting with presentation. Forms of presentation can then become 
something like filters, as modified representation of knowledge and research. We 
have to keep in mind that these filters are selective in relation to the real, the 
design process and its contents, and rulebooks. Orders (forms) and rules 
(structures) are not given, but instead are reflected and/or developed in the 
design process. Each collection of rules and standards works like a border: it 
circles, frames a process, and focuses the possible. 


NOTE 


1. For details see Christopher Dell, “Upcycling of the Mind—Take 4, Feat. Michel Foucault, 
Technologies of the Self, Revisited,” in Christopher Dell and Ton Matton, Improvisations on 
Urbanity: Trendy Pragmatism in a Climate of Change (Rotterdam: R.A.M., 2010). 
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CHAPTER 2 
LOTS WILL VARY IN THE AVAILABLE CITY 


DAVID P. BROWN 


IMPROVISATION AS PRACTICE 


WHILE walking the streets of New York, saxophonist Daniel Carter continuously 
subjects the city to different meanings. As described in ethnomusicologist David 
Such’s Avant-Garde Jazz Musicians: Performing “Out There,” Carter observes 
signs or advertisements and instantly changes letters or syllables to introduce 
new ideas and connotations. At times this word play turns into projections of 
new institutions, or within architecture, new programmatic potential within the 
city. Such describes this aspect of Carter’s practice: “The sign South Building, 
for example, can be altered to ‘mouth budding.’ Mouth budding is imagined by 
Carter to mean a person who has something important to say. Carter then 
imagines that such a person has experienced personal growth and fulfillment as a 
result of his or her connection with the institution that is housed in the 
building.”! Describing this play further, Carter remarks that he is seeking to 
“remake the world with the words that it has.” 

Carter’s activity manifests both aspects of Michel de Certeau’s analogy in The 
Practice of Everyday Life, which proposes, “The act of walking is to the urban 
system what the speech act is to language or to the statements uttered.”? Carter 
himself seems representative of de Certeau’s walker, while de Certeau, equating 
walking with specific uses of language in speech, and the city with the overall 
rules and structure of language, effectively proposed that we are all improvisers 
as we walk through the city when he wrote: 


[I]f it is true that a spatial order organizes an ensemble of possibilities (e.g., by a place in which one 
can move) and interdictions (e.g., by a wall that prevents one from going further), then the walker 
actualizes some of these possibilities. In that way, he makes them exist as well as emerge. But he also 
moves them about and he invents others, since the crossing, the drifting away, or improvisation of 


walking privilege, transform or abandon spatial elements.* 


For de Certeau, spatial form provides the basis for our improvisations as we 
move about the city. However, architecture’s relation to improvisation is not 
limited to this provision of a fixed context, an offering of material that is a basis 
for our daily play. Although improvisation is seldom discussed within 
architecture, a few proposals regarding architecture and urbanism within the 
contemporary city identify improvisation in aspects of the design of the city 
itself—including the Available City, an urban proposition that explicitly pursues 
the organization of an improvisational development of a new spatial system 
within the city. 


IMPROVISING EVERY DAY 


De Certeau himself is close to such potential in describing the network of 
walkers following “the thicks and thins of an urban ‘text’ they write without 
being able to read it” as a “a migrational city” that “slips into the clear text of 
the planned and readable city.”° The form of this peripatetic city is actually 
impossible to fully capture, as representations can only substitute a trace of the 
action for the action itself, providing a line indicating the path walked but not the 
qualities of the walk. The network of walkers “compose a manifold story that 
has neither author nor spectator, shaped out of fragments of trajectories and 
alterations of spaces: in relation to representations” such as those employed in 
architecture and urban design; thus, “it remains daily and indefinitely other.”° De 
Certeau’s interests are not within the discipline of architecture but in “the 
practices that are foreign to the ‘geometrical’ or ‘geographical’ space of visual, 
panoptic, or theoretical constructions” and their “imaginary totalizations 
produced by the eye.”” 

Identifying three operations—the production of its own space, a synchronic 
“nowhen,” and an anonymous universal subject—the City or idea of City that de 
Certeau critiques is the Modermist City. The rational order provided through 
these operations could not account for, and consequently neglected or 
suppressed, too many aspects and qualities composing urban life. In focusing on 
this order’s inability, given its reductive and imaginary totalizations, to account 
for the city’s complexity, de Certeau’s basic critique is not unlike that made by 
numerous others since the 1950s. What distinguishes his critique is its 
theorization of what Jane Jacobs had characterized, in The Death and Life of 


Great American Cities, as “a complex order”: “The ballet of the good city 
sidewalks never repeats itself from place to place, and in any one place is always 
replete with new improvisations.”® While Jacobs describes this order through an 
account of the daily routine of the residents in her neighborhood, as well as some 
unanticipated breaks in that routine, de Certeau, describing this order as “an 
unrecognized poem” and “a manifold story” rather than a ballet, advances it 
fully as an alternative way of thinking about and understanding the uses of the 
space of the city: “the many ways of establishing a kind of reliability within the 
situation imposed on an individual, that is, of making it possible to live in them 
by reintroducing into them the plural mobility of goals and desires—an art of 
manipulating and enjoying.”’ In this pursuit, his focus is on extrapolating 
principles from, rather than describing, the experience of individuals: 


But it is not enough to describe individual ruses and devices. In order to think them, one must suppose 
that to these ways of operating correspond a finite number of procedures (invention is not unlimited 


and, like improvisations on the piano or on the guitar, it presupposes the knowledge and application of 


codes), and that they imply a logic of the operation of actions relative to types of situations. '° 


Noting the decay of what he terms the Concept-city he proposes, “Rather than 
remaining within the field of a discourse that upholds its privilege by inverting 
its content (speaking of catastrophe and no longer of progress), one can try 
another path: one can analyze the microbe-like, singular and plural practices 
which an urbanistic system was supposed to administer or suppress, but which 
have outlived its decay.”!! 

Within architecture, Everyday Urbanism is a proposition, made by Margaret 
Crawford, John Kaliski, and John Chase, that is responsive to these articulations 
of improvisation in the daily activity of the city. It focuses on the diffuse, banal, 
repetitive landscape that makes up the physical domain of everyday public 
activity and looks to retrofit existing situations in order to better accommodate 
everyday life.'* Looking to augment existing situations by intensifying them in 
relation to observations about how people inhabit particular locales and 
circumstances, Everyday Urbanism focuses primarily on individual projects. Its 
impact at the urban scale is through accretion, through the effects of an 
accumulation of projects over time. However, it lacks articulation of how the 
accretion might collectively impact the city. 

Without any proposition regarding its accumulative impact, the everyday is 
limited as an approach to the design of the city. This limitation may in fact occur 
because the focus is too coincident with the improvisations of daily life. Like the 
traces in drawn representations that become the substitute for the practice, a 
design that inscribes the improvisations of walking, that provides formal 


representation of the practices de Certeau describes, may eliminate the very 
aspects and qualities that it was meant to support. Intensifying existing situations 
does not inherently provide a means to invest that situation with new potential. It 
does not offer what de Certeau described as “a body of constraints stimulating 
new discoveries, a set of rules with which improvisation plays.”!° 

Referring again to speech as a play of the rules of language, de Certeau 
distinguishes between “the forms used in a system and the ways of using the 
system (i.e., rules), that is between two ‘different worlds,’ since ‘the same 
things’ are considered from two opposite formal viewpoints.”!4 As an example, 
de Certeau argues that the walker transforms a spatial signifier in the same 
manner that Charlie Chaplin “multiplies the possibilities of his cane: he does 
other things with the same thing and he goes beyond the determinants of the 
object set on its utilization.”! Attention is on the gap between the object and the 
activity, rather than intensified specificity. The space of the practice is in the 
looseness of fit, not in alignment or close correspondence. 

Jacobs writes similarly about models of economic development in cities, 
invoking improvisation more extensively across Cities and the Wealth of Nations 
in the process. Initially introduced in passing as “an everyday matter,”!° she later 
valorizes improvisation, noting successful improvisation as the source of most 
surprises in economic life,!’? and proposes that invention, problem solving, 
improvisation, and innovation are interrelated.'® That relationship is clarified at 
the close of her review of the historical development of the bicycle in Europe 
and America and the development of the bicycle industry in Tokyo: “All 
innovations, all new ways of economizing on materials, including energy are 
inescapably masses of improvisations and experiments, some successful and 
some not, combined with imitations of what has already been achieved.”!9 
Because they do not foster this “basic practice of all true and creative 
development work,” Jacobs cautions against efforts to acquire and directly 
install ready-made forms of economic development.*° Instead she advocates 
providing means for the “improvisational drift into unprecedented kinds of 
work” characteristic of economic development to occur.?! In the gaps between 
established ready-made ways of doing things and processes set up to create 
something similar through alternative means, there are myriad opportunities for 
new, if not unanticipated, insights, approaches, and results. 

In demonstrating that the degree to which forms and systems can be 
improvisational is variable, that different forms and systems can elicit different 
levels and degrees of improvisational play, Jacobs’s observations add nuance to 


de Certeau’s idea of a play of constraints. Different constraints yield different 
opportunities, and if the ambition in a design is to increase the range of 
possibilities, then there must be a distinction between constraints that confine 
and prohibit actions in manners that narrow opportunities, compared to 
constraints that define options and outline direction yet otherwise increase the 
range of possibilities, and provide/stimulate openings for new discoveries and 
relationships. 

Included among her examples—primarily focused on technology transfers and 
tapping into available networks and labor pools—is the development that 
resulted from Taiwan’s Land to The Tiller Act in 1953. The government 
purchased land from feudal landlords for redistribution to peasants with the 
requirement that the landlords invest a portion of the payment for the property in 
light industry. While focused on creating possibilities for industry to grow, this 
policy also impacted the growth and form of two cities—through the 
development of “networks of symbiotic enterprises” leading to a boom in Taipei 
and Kaohsiung by the 1970s.** Jacobs notes that rather than paying the landlords 
and stipulating how those payments could be used, the government could have 
invested in light industries itself. However, Jacobs doubts that the industries 
resulting from such direct rather than oblique investment would be as 
improvisational, flexible, and diverse. The stipulation that the landlords invest in 
light industry led to subsequent development in expanded areas of expertise and 
larger scales of industry through reinvestment—from light industrial investments 
in Taipei to eventual heavy industrial investments in Kaohsiung—that the 
government had not foreseen. 

With both cities experiencing explosive growth as a result of the economic 
development, the case is tangentially about urban form, demonstrating that 
improvisational actions playing upon a set of constraints can impact the way in 
which the city itself unfolds. The city is not just the form or system in which we 
improvise, but it can also continue to develop through improvisation. 


NEGOTIATED FORM 


Focusing on the negotiations between parties rather than the action of an 
individual or a group, in LA under the Influence architect Roger Sherman 
proposes a different model of urbanism through case studies of several 
surprising architectural assemblies. Sherman deciphers the factors swaying their 
development to challenge their typical characterization as signs of urban ill. A 


social, political, and economic complexity and vibrancy becomes apparent as he 
reveals how each of his studied cases result from negotiated interests of various 
parties. Sherman argues that the cases demonstrate a “formal inventiveness and 
wholly different logic of sense of urban property: one responsive to many 
smaller, separate competing agendas, (seemingly) bearing little if any purposeful 
relation to one another.”*° Given his analysis of varied and often competing 
relations and organizational logics in relation to urban property, informed by 
game theory’s strategies and tactics of bargaining including tit for tat, even-up, 
and prisoner’s dilemma, he proposes “a shift from the notion of planning to that 
of experimentation: a more improvisational, open-ended approach that views the 
future of city as something (yet) to be negotiated, wherein each architectural 
project is a step in that process by serving as a virtual clearinghouse for the 
settling of accounts and scores between constituencies.”7* 

Sherman projects a resulting accumulation that develops in a “resolve as you 
go” manner and cumulatively expresses “the dialogical process by which 
differences are worked out between stakeholders.”*° The formal character of the 
city that develops is not unlike how cities once developed: “This visual 
complexity, which was the norm rather than exception in cities prior to the 
development of planning as a profession, is the algorithmic product of the 
interaction of individual bargaining strategies/tactics belonging to the countless 
constituencies of which the city is comprised.”*° However, distinct from this 
past process, Sherman introduces additional concerns. Maps of competing 
concerns (political, economic, developer interests, and community interests, as 
well as other behaviors and characteristics), such as those provided by GIS 
(geographic information systems) technologies, which numerically assign 
specific attributes to a location, aid in the identification of hot and cool spots, 
“sites that benefit or suffer from invisible conditions... to the extent of 
suggesting what and where to develop on a specific property.”*” With such 
knowledge, a design can more fully negotiate among various interests and 
stakeholders. Sherman writes, “Understanding the dynamic properties of a city 
enables the architect to engage it as it changes over time, to build into his or her 
intervention an intelligence based on the ability to anticipate both how that 
design is likely to be affected by its political context as well as, of equal 
importance, its own effects on that context once realized.”7° 

With the design process becoming a means for mediation among various 
competing interests and invested parties in the development of an end result that 
could not be predicted or result from any singular interest, Sherman proposes a 
shift in practice away from the reliance on plans toward diagrams describing 


complex behaviors, motivations, and negotiated interactions of stakeholders and 
constituencies in addition to patterns of use. Diagrams and protocols, rather than 
plans, a priori visions, or compositional preferences, provide a means for a 
project to become “a process in which the architect acts as an interlocutor or 
mediator between the various stakeholders, attempting through his or her own 
design ingenuity to articulate, negotiate, accommodate, and substantiate each 
party’s interest.”*? Describing how a design might negotiate the interests of 
different parties, he proposes, “Tactics of bargaining or negotiation must each 
find their architectural analogue through the diagram—how things might work— 
instead of via composition or technique (formal rhetoric).”°° Sherman also 
discusses the importance of not formally representing the process of negotiation, 
but fashioning something that can enact or trigger negotiation. He proposes 
“design as strategy, as a means of ‘setting’ a kind of ‘trap’ aimed at inciting or 
catalyzing potential interaction between constituencies—interaction that is 
waiting to be sprung or unleashed.”*! Given game theory’s suggestion that 
looser strategies are more instrumental than tighter ones, he asserts, “The best 
architectural plans, like the best games, do not themselves outline the strategy by 
which they are to be played, but rather establish a set of carefully determined 
parameters that are in turn suggestive of different possible 
strategies/choices/futures—ones to be decided by the players themselves.”°7 
Sherman notes that the approach he outlines is a repoliticizing of practice, 
with design becoming the opportunity to give resolution to seemingly 
contradictory or irreconcilable interests, constituencies, agendas, stipulations, 
and codes. The resulting design gains the ability to “generate the social friction 
and visual variety necessary to a vibrant urban public life” as “a by-product” of 
having to accommodate the “unique (performative, territorial, symbolic) 
demands” of the various constituencies.*? Lost is the recognizability of any one 
rights holder, as the approach resists association with any singular purpose or 
constituency. The form that results is instead informed by divergent sets of 
concerns: “In every case, the aesthetic effect is never predetermined but rather 
merely the outcome of a bilateral, yet pragmatically driven process whereby an 
urban artifact or space is adapted to meet multiple sets of performance criteria 
belonging to a range of property interests.” In accommodating the various 
criteria, the negotiated form advances a multiplicity rather than a singularity of 
use and can prompt new activities and relationships.** In addition, its 
implications extend beyond the demands of any one project: “In this working out 
of difference, something new and unfamiliar is forged, opening property to 
unanticipated readings, and producing outcomes that both reinvigorate the city 


and the discipline of architecture.”°° For Sherman, the shift in focus is a shift in 
the discipline just as much as it is a different form of sensibility and logic. 


‘TACTICAL PROCEDURES 


While de Certeau turned away from the discipline of architecture, he did not 
fully close off its potential. Architect Stan Allen has identified a subtle second 
trajectory introduced through a seeming alignment in de Certeau’s writing of 
“the geometrical space of the planned city with the systematic constructs of 
theory.”°° Subsequently making an analogy between walkers manipulating the 
space of the city and “creative intellectual operators within a discipline” who 
exercise “nomad practices of writing, thinking, or acting” that are capable of 
“manipulating and reforming theory’s proscriptive spaces,”°’ Allen proposes the 
idea of performative practices: “Iwo important senses of the word practice 
intersect here: practice designating the collective and peripatetic improvisations 
of multiple inhabitants in the city connects to practice as the creative exercise of 
an intellectual discipline by an individual. De Certeau’s cunning optimism 
suggests a notion of performative practice, capable of continually reworking the 
limits of a discipline from within.”°* If the discipline of architecture has reached 
a point of exhaustion, as de Certeau asserted, then performative practice offers a 
means to revise and reposition it. 

For Allen, reworkings of the discipline occur through tactical improvisations 
—ideas, discoveries, and directions developed in the course of working on 
architecture (speaking/walking) rather than in advance through writing: 


When de Certeau speaks, in this context, of an “opaque and blind mobility” inserted into the “clear text 
of the planned and readable city,” I would suggest that it could also be read as a way to practice theory, 
a call for mobile and improper reworkings of the “clear text” of given theoretical formulations. The 
moment of dislocation—the itinerant path of the walker in the city, or the nomad thinker in theory—is 


precisely that which resists systemization. It cannot be factored, it cannot be regulated. It makes room 


for the tactical improvisations of practice.°° 


However, tactical improvisations are not limited to the work of the architect. 
Advocating that architects direct their attention toward questions of 
infrastructure, Allen writes, “infrastructural work recognizes the collective 
nature of the city and allows for the participation of multiple authors.” Then, in a 
manner consistent with de Certeau’s thought, he notes, “Infrastructure itself 
works strategically, but it encourages tactical improvisation.”“? Allen 
acknowledges that the forms and systems of the city can, by design, introduce 


new, unexpected possibilities into the myriad practices of the city’s inhabitants. 

Allen’s notion of tactical improvisations references de Certeau’s distinction 
between strategies and tactics. Strategies are actions that operate from the 
establishment of an isolated location of power as a base of relations and define 
theoretical places, systems, and discourses that are capable of identifying 
physical places separate from it in which forces can be distributed.*! Tactics are 
calculated actions determined by the absence of a set place and play upon and 
with a terrain imposed on it.4* They operate through isolated actions, possess a 
mobility, accept and take advantage of opportunities and chance offerings of the 
moment, and seek to create surprises in the gaps and cracks that situations can 
open in the surveillance of proprietary practices and systems.** The distinction 
reinforces de Certeau’s critique of the Concept-city’s rational order, as well as 
Allen’s idea of a performative practice within architecture, which is evident as 
Allen describes the differences between theory and practice: “Theory needs a 
project: a static construct, a persistent template of beliefs against which 
individual actions are compared, and tested for conformance. In contrast, 
practices imply a shift to performance, paying attention to consequences and 
effects. Not what a building, a text or drawing means, but what it can do: how it 
operates in—and on—the world.”** It is in the realm of consequences and 
effects that tactical improvisations become operative. 

Further describing the distinction between strategies and tactics, with less 
stress on power relations between the strong and the weak, de Certeau states, 
“the difference corresponds to two historical options regarding action and 
security (options that moreover have more to do with constraints than with 
possibilities): strategies pin their hopes on the resistance that the establishment 
of a place offers to the erosion of time; tactics on a clever utilization of time, of 
opportunities it presents and also of the play it introduces into the foundations of 
power.”“° Most simply, “the two ways of acting can be distinguished according 
to whether or not they bet on place or on time.”*° 

In performative practice, Allen acknowledges both strategies and tactics, 
while placing his bets on time. His rewriting of the discipline from within entails 
defining and implementing forms and organizations that are inevitably strategic, 
but possess nuances that more readily prompt their tactical use. For Allen, work 
on infrastructure, or infrastructural urbanism, provides a basis for “a practice 
engaged in time and process—a practice not devoted to the production of 
autonomous objects, but rather to the production of directed fields in which 
program, event, and activity can play themselves out.”*’ Discussing field 
conditions, formal or spatial matrices “capable of unifying diverse elements 


while respecting the identity of each,”“° Allen proposes that “more than a formal 
configuration, the field condition implies an architecture that admits change, 
accident, and improvisation. It is an architecture not invested in durability, 
stability, and certainty, but an architecture that leaves space for the uncertainty 
of the real.”49 

Such thinking is necessitated by the conditions that characterize the 
contemporary city. The decaying Concept-city that de Certeau critiques has 
given way to a city that is no longer dominated by its geometric and geographic 
space of the visual. In a reflection on the limits of architectural representation, 
Allen describes the contemporary city: 


Traditional representations presume stable objects and fixed subjects. But the contemporary city is not 


reducible to an artifact. The city today is a place where visible and invisible streams of information, 


capital and subjects interact in complex formations. They form a dispersed field, a network of flows.” 


Given their embedded presumptions, architecture’s traditional representations do 
not provide effective means for working within such contemporary conditions. 
Architecture, therefore, must expand its representational techniques as well as 
acknowledge its changing role: “In order to describe or to intervene in this new 
field architects need representational techniques that engage time and change, 
shifting scales, mobile points of view, and multiple programs. In order to map 
this complexity, some measure of control may have to be relinquished.”°! He 
proposes that architectural representation become open to scores, maps, 
diagrams, and scripts—the techniques of allographic practices, conveyed 
through notation that can exist in many copies and are capable of being 
reproduced without the direct intervention or presence of the author, as 
compared to autographic practices, which depend on the direct contact of the 
author.°* Emphasizing architecture’s affinities with allographic practices, 
through the drawing of plans that are built by others, Allen proposes 
attentiveness to notation in architectural representation “to enlarge the catalogue 
of techniques available to the architect working in the city.”°° 

Allen cautions that notational systems will not provide an ability to recapture 
lost certainties—such as “transparency of meaning and smooth implementation 
of functionality,” the means to make the city coherent, or to regulate behavior— 
once held within architecture and characteristic of de Certeau’s Concept-city.” 
The advantage of notations is that they can provide “an open-ended series of 
strategies to use within the indeterminate field of the contemporary city.”°° 
Notational systems do not resist the incoherence of the contemporary city, but 
assist in restoring architecture’s instrumentality, its ability to intervene and 


introduce alternative realities into the world. They provide means to work 
optimistically within and elicit properties from the complex formations that 
make up the city: “They propose new scenarios, provoke unanticipated 
combinations and allow incremental adjustment over time. They leave space for 
the tactical improvisation of the user in the field.”°° Like infrastructural 
urbanism and field conditions, notational systems provide a means for tactical 
improvisations within a performative architecture practice, as well as the 
practices that take place within the resulting spaces. 


STRUCTURING IMPROVISATION 


While musical scores are among the notations that Allen suggests referencing, 
all facets of improvised music, with and without scores, can importantly inform 
efforts in architecture to broaden the techniques of working on the city. The 
value of looking at improvised music is its long and diverse history of 
organizing improvisation. Having recognized its significance and value, 
musicians have developed a diverse range of ways to provide structures that 
prompt improvisation. Within those approaches are multiple techniques, 
practices, and ways of thinking that like notation can inform architectural 
practices. 

Continuing to follow Daniel Carter on his walk reveals it to be an extension of 
his music practices, located beyond de Certeau’s analogy of walking and 
speaking. While Carter’s activity is verbal and his references are literary, 
comparing his practice to James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake, Carter’s walking 
word play is a preparation for improvising music. In pursuit of what he terms a 
flash, a moment of insight while playing, Carter involves himself at all moments 
in “a process of dismantling old connections and building new ones,” as he seeks 
to enable his mind to be “properly attuned to respond quickly to signals from 
various sources.”°’ His walks complement his practicing and performing. In 
both practice and performing contexts, he works through “a process of playing a 
phrase and ‘connecting’ it to another phrase. The established relationship of the 
two phrases is not necessarily based on musical elements, such as harmony or 
scale relationships, but rather upon the intuitive awareness that informs him what 
to play and how to play it.”°8 The result of these activities is that Carter does not 
distinguish between performances, rehearsals, or practicing, and while 
performing, everything is a potential influence. As David Such notes, “Carter 
allows all the events leading up to a free-form, collectively improvised 


performance (e.g., the exchange of ideas among musicians at rehearsals, political 
events, the mood he happens to be in) to have a free hand in influencing the 
shape of the performance.”°? This approach leaves performances open to 
negotiation and debate: “When Carter finds himself in a setting with musicians 
who oppose his views, he regards the actual performance as an arena in which 
the issues are debated, and the resulting tension, or its release, is expressed 
through the music.”°° 

Carter’s is but one technique of approaching and organizing improvised 
music. Cecil Taylor’s use of unit structures, small musical phrases, to organize 
areas of extended improvisation, and Lawrence “Butch” Morris’s use of 
“conduction,” his lexicon of improvised conducting of ensembles, lead to 
different qualities, different kinds of music. However, both sets of techniques 
offer sensibilities relevant to architecture and urban design. For Taylor, “Form is 
possibility; content, quality and change growth in addition to direction found.”°! 
In his “Notes on Conduction,” Morris reveals that the effort is to “determine 
boundaries, then let them go” and involves “risk, not chance.’”©2 These structures 
create situations that, in the words of Anthony Braxton, “will allow certain 
things to happen, and each individual will be able to establish their own 
relationship to it.”°° 

Such organizational ideas and sensibilities in improvised music inform the 
Available City, an ongoing speculative design that leverages the City of 
Chicago’s ownership of 15,000 vacant lots to structure an improvisational 
production of a new public space system. In its current effort to return the land to 
utilization, the City, failing to recognize the full magnitude and implications of 
its lots, primarily considers each lot individually and as having only potential for 
infill. The direct impact of the lots is described in a national study of vacant land 
from 1999, which revealed that a vacant lot negatively influences the eight 
surrounding lots, creating a contagion effect.°* Multiplied by the City’s large 
quantity of vacant lots, which have an aggregate area equal to the area of the 
Loop, Chicago’s downtown area, this effect produces a considerable downward 
inertia that is difficult to overcome. Each instance of successful infill does not 
provide a means to spur further development but only neutralizes the effect on 
the eight surrounding lots. Infill aspires to a prior status quo, and there is little 
possibility of a return. These lots, along with the privately owned vacant lots of 
equal quantity and aggregate area, are contributors to as well as indicators of the 
ineffectiveness of the city’s grid, standardized parcels, and zoning policies as 
facilitators of the buying and improving of land in the areas of Chicago in which 
vacant lots are most prevalent (Figure 2.1). There is no demand economically, 


given both the size of the lots, which are individually too small for contemporary 
development, and their distribution, which is too fragmented and dispersed for 
conventional architecture or urban design strategies that primarily work from a 
tabula rasa, a Cleared site. 

The Available City proposes that the city-owned lots can be catalyzing agents, 
with potential to generate distinct identities for the wards and neighborhoods 
where the lots are most prevalent, if the City shifts from thinking about the lots 
individually to consideration of the lots as a set. Considered collectively, the 
City’s ownership of 15,000 lots provides an opportunity to impact an area twice 
the size of the Loop at the lot level—the smallest increment of the city grid. The 
Available City introduces a publicly accessible collective space system in which 
each city-owned lot has potential in that system as surface element—a small 
building, hardscape or softscape—in that system while those city-owned lots 
adjacent to privately owned vacant lots have additional potential to provide 
collective space within a building constructed on city-owned and privately 
owned combinations of two to five lots. In addition, area nonprofit organizations 
could build on parcels of two to five adjacent city lots. Buildings incorporating 
city-owned lots would receive increased footprint and square footage allowances 
(compared with those ordinarily permitted by zoning) through the provision of 
publicly accessible collective volume of space that moves through the building 
with a surface that is at least equal to the area of the city lots. Higher building 
heights are attainable by meeting varying requirements of collective space 
volume with a surface area exceeding the area of the lots used (Figure 2.2). The 
Available City is thus an urban proposition that comprises 15,000 local effects in 
which the provision of greater amounts of collective space is the basis for greater 
amounts of building. 


Aggregate Area of City-Owned Lots 
+ 
Aggregate Area of Privately Owned Lots 


Area of the Loop x 2 


FIGURE 2.1 Chicago city-owned and privately owned vacant lot map with graphic of the aggregate areas 
of each in comparison to the Loop. 


By design the proposition is highly scalable and flexible. Each collective 
space is independently complete and viable on its own. However, the system as a 
whole gains in impact with additional instances of collective space, as the field 


of this newly built collective space increases. Situationally, the two- to five-lot 
combinations provide multiple opportunities within clusters of city and private 
lots. For example, a five-lot cluster of city and private lots could be one building, 
two buildings, a surface and a building, or a set of surfaces on the city lots. Such 
options increase with larger clusters of adjacent city and private lots. In addition, 
there are incentives for providing connections between adjacent collective space 
areas of different buildings, as well as surfaces. 

Although particular blocks, neighborhoods, or wards can be prioritized within 
it, the proposition is nonhierarchical. The proposed start is with the 
implementation, in strategic city-owned lots as an initial stimulus, of clusters of 
small single-lot surface elements—each providing a leisure, cultural, or 
commercial activity and workspace, with the person working out of the space 
receiving reduced leasing costs in exchange for maintenance of the collective 
space—in strategic city-owned lots as an initial stimulus. It is anticipated that the 
activity generated by these elements would subsequently attract building 
development on combinations of city and private vacant lots. However, the 
development of this collective space system could occur simultaneously on 
multiple lots throughout the city with any combination of surface and building 
elements. Implementation can occur through a range of sequences. 

There is no specific time frame in which the proposition’s development must 
proceed. While the impact would be more evident through rapid development, 
the rate of development can be fast, slow, or varied. No matter the rate and 
duration, the Available City’s dispersed development, occurring around the 
existing buildings within an area, does not disrupt or impede the existing 
continuities of the city. 


Although the process may be incremental, nonhierarchical, and open-ended, it 
is still possible to describe characteristics of the spaces, to develop an 
understanding of what the impact of the proposition could be. The development 
that might proceed from this proposal is a continuum spanning between 
intensive surface development and intensive building development. If the effort 
to attract additional investment fails, surface constructions by the city or 
nonprofit organizations could continue until all the city lots are filled, with the 
result being similar in character to a park but distributed and highly varied in 
program and equal to the Loop in surface area. Conversely, everyone could build 
to the highest height attainable, resulting in a set of interior collective spaces that 
exceed the Loop in surface area. Between these two extremes there is potential 
for intermediate construction at a five-to-seven story height, one to three stories 
above the four stories that are typical in the city’s zoning, which provides the 
largest amount of additional building mass before collective space requirements 
exceed the surface area of the city lots that are used. This scenario results in a 


collective space, across surfaces and in buildings, that is equal to the Loop in 
surface area. In all three scenarios the collective space system gets built, but 
within each scenario the system takes a different shape. 

It is anticipated that the collective space—publicly accessible space 
conditioned by the work activities on surfaces or within a buildings capable of 
accommodating diverse interests and audiences—is itself a variable, an incentive 
and attractor, impacting the actual outcome. Possibilities include leisure, 
cultural, or commercial programming on surfaces and in building volumes. 
Dispersed networks, such as water and energy systems, distributed farms, and 
land trusts, are possible surface elements too. Each instance of collective space 
can have a distinct quality and identity that it contributes to the larger system. 
Through the accumulation of distinct instances, the forms and activities become 
varied enough to provide individuals with something to identify with.°° With 
components and provisions that enable four interests and scales—developer, 
neighborhood, ward, and City—to address various concerns and needs, the 
Available City solicits their participation in speculation about what this new 
space can be. 

The Available City is not an a priori plan, but an introduction of new qualities 
and relationships. In essence, the proposition, through a set of rules regarding 
building mass, collective space volume, and collective space surface area, 
actualizes the map of city-owned vacant lots in a way that leverages existing 
differences in vacant land ownership to introduce a new form of public space as 
a generator. Comparatively, the City’s pursuit of infill development erases the 
differences without any additional gain. However, the City lacks an effective 
means for encouraging infill, while the Available City embeds incentives for its 
development to occur. It foregoes a perceived economic value—a return of the 
property to the tax rolls—to provide a spatial volume, new collective space, 
which has the potential for broader impact by accommodating existing 
population and interests, promoting new economies, and attracting new 
population. In providing a collective space that the City could not obtain 
otherwise, the Available City replaces one kind of economic value with another 
and shifts the terms through which the City might accomplish its economic 
goals. 

In its provision of a structure that facilitates improvisational development 
across an extended area, the Available City shares characteristics and properties 
with the propositions of Sherman and Allen. It offers forms of negotiated space 
through the program adjacencies of the collective space and the various lot 
configurations. It proceeds through accretion over time but with more specificity 
as to where that accretion would take place and the formal characteristics that it 


might have. There is potential for additional improvisations by those who 
occupy and use the spaces as well as those who build them. Performative in its 
rules and modalities, instrumental yet open to uncertainty, the Available City 
also promotes economic development at different scales. 


TTHE STRUCTURES OF TOMORROW 


Given that it is highly situational, the Available City is not directly repeatable. 
Aspects of the particular approach could apply to other situations; however, the 
different circumstances surrounding those situations would lead to a different 
proposition. That is an aspect of improvisation. After recounting the 
improvisations that spurred economic development in Taipei and Kaohsiung, 
Jacobs reflects: 


Maybe the improvisation of city capital that worked there wouldn’t work out in another place. But this 
is the nature of successful economic improvisation of any sort: if it works, it isn’t because it is 
abstractly or theoretically ‘the right thing’ but because it is actually practical for the time, the place, 


and the resources and opportunities at hand.°° 


Similarly, in writing about improvisation in music, Derek Bailey commented, 
“Improvisation is always changing and adjusting, never fixed, too elusive for 
analysis and precise description.”©” His comment is made in the context of 
considering improvisation as being the most widely practiced but least 
understood activity in music. 

Beyond Chicago’s specific situation, the value of the Available City is the 
overall approach to developing a structure for improvisation to happen, which is 
applicable to many different situations. The Available City focuses on shifting 
the logics of the organizations and individuals that would implement a proposal. 
It is based on a working understanding that the city proceeds through multiple 
rather than singular logics. One could say that the city, viewed from its 
generative aspects, is like the walks of the individuals within it and is also 
improvised. More accurately, it can be said that given multiple organizations 
applying different organizational logics to the development of the city, the city 
often takes shape by default rather than by design. The design opportunity is to 
stretch or shift those logics in ways that elicit unanticipated outcomes and 
potential yet remain within the realm of understanding of the entities and 
organizations that might implement the proposition.°® While outside the scope of 
what that logic would produce on its own in relation to its concerns and 
objectives, a proposition might redirect resources to address those concerns and 


objectives in a different way in order to become acceptable as an alternative and 
to interject new potential into the city. What might initially be viewed as 
improbable thus becomes plausible. 

The value of structuring improvisation for urbanism is the provision of new 
ways to work on the city that are more nimble and adjustable to the shifting 
realities and unprecedented scales and rates of contemporary urbanization. 
Structuring improvisation at the urban scale is perhaps one of the few effective 
urban design approaches left, as it is able to introduce a direction for 
development that is adjustable to continued change, including those brought 
about by the improvisations that it structures. 

The adoption of one improvisational approach to the city’s development is 
likely to prompt others. Jacobs notes that the innovations of one moment often 
lead to the unexpected problems of another, and those problems become the 
basis for new improvisations: 


I defined economic development as a process of continually improvising in a context that makes 
injecting improvisations into everyday life feasible. We might amplify this by calling development an 


improvisational drift into unprecedented kinds of work that carry unprecedented problems, then 


drifting into improvised solutions, which carry further unprecedented problems... hd 


Like economic development, urban development has no endpoint, and a similar 
process of expansions could emphasize the introduction of other structures that 
provide new potential urbanistically. However, rather than focus on problems, 
the emphasis can be on opportunities. Following his lament that today’s liberty 
is tomorrow’s tyranny, art critic Dave Hickey identifies the long history of 
basketball as an exception, given continual changes in the rules that are 
“motivated by a desire to make the game more joyful, various and articulate.” 
In adjustments to structures that organize improvisational productions of the city 
and the introduction of new ones, instilling more of these three qualities can be 
the pursuit. 
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CHAPTER 3 


IMPROVISING THE FUTURE IN POST-KATRINA 
NEW ORLEANS 


ERIC PORTER 


On Lundi Gras (the Monday before Fat Tuesday) 2008, a second line parade 
began and ended at Louis Armstrong Park in the Faubourg Tremé, which by 
some accounts is the oldest African American neighborhood in the United 
States. The park and the Tremé sit just across Rampart Street from the tourist- 
friendly French Quarter. The New Orleans Social Aid and Pleasure Club Task 
Force (SAPCTF), an umbrella organization of social aid and pleasure clubs, 
organized the two-hour event. 

Second lining is an improvisational tradition that goes back to the nineteenth 
century. It involves public processions generally led by members of sponsoring 
organizations, brass bands, and dancers. These individuals constitute the “first” 
or “main” line of the parade. The term second line refers to the members of the 
public who fall in behind them and join the parade. In New Orleans, one may see 
ersatz second lines at tourist-friendly or society events, but there is a more 
communally focused tradition of second lining in black neighborhoods 
sponsored by social aid and pleasure clubs, some of which have also been 
around since the late nineteenth century. There are about 40 of these clubs at 
present, although many club members remain displaced by Hurricane Katrina 
and the policies that defined its aftermath. Each club typically sponsors a yearly 
Sunday parade—some of which drew as many as 5,000 people before the storm 
—but the clubs also hold dances and other functions and may parade for other 
reasons, such as jazz funerals. 

Second lines involve real-time improvisations by participating musicians, 
dancers, and marchers. Yet we may also understand them over the longer term as 
participatory rituals that have been perpetually re-invented (i.e., improvised) in 
response to shifting social conditions. For many years second lines were the 
creative component of community organizations’ evolving negotiation of the 


social and economic hardships of Jim Crow. As Rebecca Solnit puts it, such 
organizations “provided tangible necessities (social aid) when things went wrong 
but intangible ones (social pleasure) when they went right.”! And in the 
neoliberal present, as Helen Regis’s important ethnographic work illustrates, 
they facilitate a sense of connection to place, affirm members’ neighborhoods 
and their histories, constitute alternative forms of community and civil society, 
reclaim urban space in the face of the community’s material and symbolic 
marginalization as well as from police and drug trade violence, and engage in 
implicit and occasionally explicit political protest against police brutality, 
gentrification, and other issues facing black working-class and poor people.” 

Although the Lundi Gras parade traversed largely African American 
neighborhoods, its start and finish along the border of the Tremé and the French 
Quarter were strategic, designed to reclaim the tradition from the tourist 
industry, to deflect criticism that these parades have been magnets for violence, 
and to announce the community’s resilience. As a spokesperson for the task 
force stated before the parade, “So many visitors are drawn to New Orleans by 
representations of second lines. We want to show them the authentic parading 
tradition, and let everyone locally know that parading is about family and 
community. We want to show the city, and the world, that the SAPC community 
is back and stronger than ever.” 

Building from my own experience of walking with this second line, I explore 
some of the ways that New Orleanians in the post-Katrina era have drawn upon 
African American—rooted parade traditions, improvised over time as life- 
affirming reactions to difficult conditions, to respond to what some have called 
the biopolitical exclusions evident in New Orleans before and after Katrina. 
Some parades have been organized by long-established clubs and other 
traditional African American community and family networks; some are the 
product of emergent cultural and political formations created by activists and 
cultural workers, whose networks may or may not be restricted to the Gulf Coast 
region; and some have been rather spontaneous affairs. I seek to understand such 
acts as improvised responses to a biopolitical order that is itself both scripted and 
improvisational. I try to contend with the potentially regressive aspects of 
improvisatory cultural practices from below as they are performed in contested, 
often hierarchically ordered public spaces. But I suggest, in the end, that such 
traditional and emergent improvisatory practices offer models of civic 
engagement and open up important political space for collaboration and 
reflection on key social justice issues that are defining the future of New Orleans 
(Figure 3.1). 


As Joseph Roach reminds us, parading and other public, musically enriched 
and improvisatory rituals in New Orleans have long been sites where power and 
challenges to it are displayed in spectacular fashion. Through practices of what 
Roach calls “surrogation,” members of communal performance networks have 
engaged in implicit and explicit acts of remembering or forgetting, which are 
often related to the violence and displacement that have long defined the city. 
The transgressive but ultimately state-supported spectacle of late-nineteenth- 
century Mardi Gras, for example, promoted and sustained a redemptive white 
supremacy through irreverent displays of white privilege, the denigration of 
Reconstruction, and erasure of the crimes of the South that occasioned federal 
intervention.” Meanwhile, contemporaneous working-class and black practices, 
such as jazz funerals, second lines, and Mardi Gras Indian parades, built upon 
West African and European rituals that bridged the sacred-secular divide, as well 
as connections between the living and the dead. As part of a longer history of 
creolized public displays of music and dancing in liminal New World spaces, 
such rituals were alternative vehicles for reclaiming bodies, souls, and memories 
in the face of the violence, spatial segregation, and white-supremacy-serving 
practices of public culture and memorialization in the postemancipation South. 
Death rituals like jazz funerals “offered this community an opportunity to affirm 
its semiautonomous but discretely submerged existence within and against the 
obligatory rituals of the better publicized fiction called the dominant culture.” 
Brightly colored Mardi Gras Indians “danced to possess themselves again in the 
spirit of their ancestors, to possess again their memories, to possess again their 
communities. They danced to resist their reduction to the status of commodities. 
In other words they danced—and they still dance—to possess again a heritage 


that some people would rather see buried alive.”® 
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FIGURE 3.1 Lundi Gras Second Line, St. Claude Avenue, 2008. 
Photograph by Lewis Watts. 


Understanding the full effect of the life- and rights-affirming impact of these 
improvisatory parading practices in the present demands attention to a set of 
worsening conditions for many New Orleanians during the post-Civil Rights era 
—conditions that were simultaneously made more visible and accelerated by 
Hurricane Katrina. Legacies of slavery and Jim Crow have been augmented by a 
generation of deindustrialization, urban renewal projects, suburbanization, and 
neoliberal social and economic policies (cuts in education, health care, welfare, 
and so on)—all of which conspired to make poor (especially black and poor) 
people more vulnerable to the storm’s impact. 

However, sociologist Harvey Molotch puts forth a compelling explanation of 
how Katrina’s historically determined horrors were exacerbated by the ways that 
government officials failed to improvise adequately in the face of the disaster. 
Ordinarily, bureaucracies function (and, by extension, society functions) not 
only because participants follow formal and informal rules, but also because they 
are sometimes willing to break rules in order to respond adequately to 
unforeseen situations. As Molotch notes, “Individuals figure out what to do on 
an ad hoc basis, mobilizing, elaborating, and finessing the rules as things move 
along. We are ... ‘artful,’ and this forms social life, bureaucratic and otherwise.” 
During the Katrina crisis, however, bureaucrats “fell back on the Weberian 
default. They became bureaucrats in the formal sense, rather than the bureaucrats 
who populate much of real life.”” They often did not act imaginatively to the 
unfolding crisis, but tended to sit on their hands as they waited for an appropriate 
order, more information, or specific requisitions for supplies.® 

Molotch suggests that the real and perceived blackness of Katrina’s victims 
was a significant factor in this institutional pathology. Racism (and we can add 
classism) got in the way of productive identification with those in need. “It 
amplifie[d] into the vast realm of business as usual. The default to literalness, 
always available to the irresponsibly prudent, [bound] as a force. The rescue 
workers and the victims alike remain[ed] in the iron cage.” In other words, 
facing disaster and unable to disentangle themselves from a racial “structure of 
feeling,” government officials and functionaries failed to improvise around 
bureaucratic roadblocks.’ Indeed, we saw, among other things, unconscionable 
delays in the arrival of active duty troops and the National Guard, the deplorable 
conditions in the Superdome and Morial Convention Center, and FEMA’s 
inability to coordinate transportation out of the city. Building from Molotch’s 
analysis, we can also consider the ways that New Orleans’s recovery over the 


past seven years has also been defined by these racially informed failures to 
improvise. In post-Katrina New Orleans we have witnessed a recovery process 
in which economic and institutional “prudence” and “common sense” have led 
to decisions such as the closure of structurally sound Charity Hospital and public 
housing projects, the privatization of the public schools, the relaxation of labor 
laws, and others that have helped to increase the wealth gap and racial 
segregation in the city. 

Yet disaster has also provided the opportunity for a multiplicity of small, 
improvisatory acts to blossom in the cultural, political, and social spheres. Solnit 
identifies as “generous improvisations” the efforts of New Orleanians and 
outsiders to rescue and house Katrina victims when the government could not or 
would not. She describes the subsequent improvisations of grassroots 
organizations that provided health care, housing, and food, as they creatively 
worked around infrastructural, political, and bureaucratic impediments. And, she 
notes how, when such activities worked well, they created the conditions for 
forging collective sensibilities across racial and other social divides and creating 
the grounds for forging community.!” 

The commentary of some local cultural workers has been instructive in this 
regard. Historian and photographer Keith Weldon Medley argues that New 
Orleans cultural practices have been a means of transmitting the city’s history 
“in the absence of monuments” relevant to all of its residents. They also provide 
a “cultural safety net,” particularly for young people, “so even though political 
and social forces may line up against black youth, the cultural expressions 
provide self-esteem and purpose beyond what could be found in mainstream 
society.”!' Drawing on the analysis of her mother, educator and cultural worker 
Herreast Harrison, Cherice Harrison-Nelson, Big Queen of the Guardians of the 
Flame, calls Mardi Gras Indians and social aid and pleasure clubs “spiritual first 
responders to predominantly African American neighborhoods” post-Katrina, 
noting how they provided sustenance to those communities in the wake of 
profound state failure. ! 

I find it interesting that Medley and Harrison-Nelson use the regulatory 
language of the state, particularly that of emergency medicine and social service 
professionals, to describe the importance of traditional cultural forms during the 
city’s recovery. These comments point to what some describe as the scene of 
“biopolitics” in New Orleans after the storm and, more specifically, to the ways 
in which post-Katrina planning has often seemed predicated on the belief that a 
significant percentage of the city’s population is simply disposable. 

Henry Giroux has argued that Hurricane Katrina and the slow and often 


punitive government response after the storm exposed the effects of a long 
history of race and class oppression while also bringing to light what he calls a 
“new biopolitics of disposability: the poor, especially people of color, not only 
have to fend for themselves in the face of life’s tragedies but are also supposed 
to do it without being seen by the dominant society. Excommunicated from the 
sphere of human concern, they have been rendered invisible, utterly disposable, 
and heir to that army of socially homeless that allegedly no longer existed in 
color-blind America.”!? Giroux, following the work of theorists Michel 
Foucault, Giorgio Agamben, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, and others, 
describes how the power to dispense fear and death has been replaced (or at 
least, in some cases, augmented) by the power to cultivate life or permit its 
antithesis (death). In the hands of the powerful, biopolitics is, as Mika Ojakangas 
puts it, the project of “distributing the living in the domain of value and utility. 
Its task is to take charge of life that needs a continuous regulatory and corrective 
mechanism.”!* This project not only enacts violence by positioning certain 
human beings as disposable; it legitimates itself by marking those same 
populations as dangerous and unworthy of state protection. 

While it would be a mistake to suggest that all or even most black New 
Orleanians have been deemed disposable in this sense, some of the most abject 
among them have. Moreover, assumed and enacted disposability affects the 
quality of living for a much larger population. Many have commented on the 
ways that, as media representations of the immediate aftermath of the storm 
shifted from a focus on black suffering to a focus on black criminality, the 
critique of government neglect and hostility was replaced by their justification. 
Such representations also helped produce an official disregard for black people 
as victims or potential victims of crime. Feminist scholars and activists have 
pointed out that the reporting of sexual assaults, in particular, served that 
function.!° 

Addressing more broadly the relationship of criminality to the reconstruction 
of the city, John Valery White argues that “rumors of mayhem in New Orleans 
mark the beginning of the end of efforts to rebuild New Orleans.”!° The high 
murder rate has since served as justification for the slow-paced and exclusionary 
reconstruction efforts and has contributed to the invisibility of the needs of low- 
income black communities, whose members are seen as the source of such 
violence. But the inability of the New Orleans Police Department (NOPD) and 
District Attorney to prosecute successfully or even identify the perpetrators of 
many crimes is also a critical element in the story of disposability. As the most 
frequent victims of violent crimes, members of poor and working-class 


communities endure directly harmful acts; the effects of living in fear of murder, 
rape, and assault; and a more militarized brand of policing that further endangers 
them. Such dangers continue to render others, who stay away from their 
neighborhoods because of them, as displaced. 

But Giroux is also attentive to the fact that “biopolitics is not just about the 
reduction of selected elements of the population to the necessities of bare life or 
worse; it is also potentially about enhancing life by linking hope and a new 
vision to the struggle for reclaiming the social, providing a language capable of 
translating individual issues into public considerations, and recognizing that in 
the age of the new media the terrain of culture is one of the most important 
pedagogical spheres through which to challenge the most basic precepts of the 
new authoritarianism.”!” Indeed, in using regulatory terms, Harrison-Nelson and 
Medley speak not only of the language of the state but also to transformations in 
the life-enhancing functions of the venerable traditions of parading in New 
Orleans that have developed in the face of state and other violence. 

So at this post-Katrina moment, when many members of second-lining 
communities remain displaced, their return becomes important, as Rachel 
Breunlin and Helen Regis suggest, not only because it would be the right thing 
to support, but also because, with their long experience building community 
under conditions of deprivation, they can lend that set of skills to the 
reconstruction of the city and, more specifically, in the words of Abdou Maliq 
Simone, a “platform for reproducing life in the city.”'® This project, however, 
remains precarious and ultimately demonstrates—especially as cultural workers 
and artists address issues of violence in the community—the complicated ways 
that residual ideologies and disciplinary modalities remain embedded in such 
projects. Moreover, it is not simply in the parades themselves, the give and take 
of what specific cultural acts do in real time, through which this story is played 
out. These public rituals have become vehicles for a much broader dialogue 
about violence in the city and the question of who bears responsibility for it. In 
other words, via sometimes regulated, sometimes not, official and unofficial 
public displays, we see the formation of a somewhat broader public sphere. We 
see this sphere not only in the jazz funerals, second lines, and Mardi Gras Indian 
gatherings themselves, but also in the ways in which putting bodies on the line in 
the biopolitical present provide the occasions for a series of referenda that bear 
upon the future of the city. This public dialogue happens in no small part 
because of the history of resistance and demands for visibility embedded in these 
embodied, improvised rituals, but also because of the ways the social order in 
New Orleans has long been produced by the state’s regulation of them. 


Returning to the 2008 Lundi Gras second line organized by the SAPCTF, it is 
important to note that the parade almost did not happen. The Task Force had 
secured a permit in August 2007 and had come to an agreement with the NOPD 
about the date and route. As is customary, the NOPD agreed to provide security 
and traffic control in exchange for a fee. But on January 22, 2008, less than two 
weeks before the parade, after three bands had been hired and out-of-town guests 
invited, the police telephoned the head of the Task Force, Tamara Jackson, and 
asked her first to change the route of the parade, then to schedule it for another 
day. A follow-up letter, hand delivered to Jackson by police officers on the night 
of the January 29, was more emphatic. It announced that the permit had been 
canceled because of public safety concerns regarding traffic and crowd control. 
Eventually, the ACLU intervened and, on Friday, February 1, a federal judge 
ruled in favor of the Task Force, allowing the parade to go on. Although many 
deemed the event a success, the experience beforehand was deeply frustrating to 
the organizers. As Jackson said, “I thought we were really making progress in 
forging a relationship with the NOPD ... But sometimes it feels like they’re just 
singling us out.”!° 

Second line parades and Mardi Gras Indian gatherings have long been sources 
of conflict between the police and members of New Orleans’s black community. 
Some explain police hostility toward such activities by the fact that the police 
realize they are not in control of the crowd, as order in the street is provided by 
the band and by the clubs. Others assume that the police merely view a gathering 
of working-class people or African Americans as “inherently a problem,” one 
that needs to be dispersed.*° Both analyses make sense when we consider the 
complicated ways parading traditions have developed in relationship to the state 
and the needs of power in the city. 

Roach argues that developing alongside the “transgressive” elements of 
carnival traditions in the city has been a tradition of “elaborated regulation of 
carnival activity to sustain at least the symbolic supremacy of the favored 
group.” Looking at elite white Mardi Gras krewes in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, he points out that transgressive behavior (such as masking 
and orgiastic drunkenness) coincided with a symbolic presentation of white 
supremacy (lampooning blacks, immigrants, radicals, and women). Eventually, 
local ordinance and national precedence like Plessy v. Ferguson “adjusted the 
boundaries of transgression and immunity in the use of public accommodations.” 
Laws that, for instance, protected parade routes from obstruction by vehicles or 
gave police power to clear streets “required practical civic assistance to the 
outlaw practices of the social elite, who could then merrily flaunt their 


transgressions, making a seasonal public spectacle of their eternally exceptional 
status.” Mardi Gras krewes were also given exceptional status by a long-standing 
parish requirement for permits and expensive fees for public parades that 
exempted “bona fide organization[s]” celebrating Mardi Gras. And their 
protection by statute from lawsuits as a result of injuries that happen on parades 
defines their elevated public status by “extension of [the] legal doctrine of 
sovereign immunity.”7! 

Although New Orleans’s extraordinary Afrodiasporic culture has correctly 
been perceived as a product of an urban environment where certain 
transgressions were permitted, Roach reminds us that even liminal spaces such 
as Congo Square were regulated. The eighteenth-century French Code Noir and 
the Anglo-American black code of 1806 may have been permissive enough so 
that authorities would permit the drum circles and dances that were forbidden 
elsewhere in the South, but Congo Square still fit “a pattern of transgression 
indulged but also one of transgression carefully channeled into regulated 
conduits of time and space.” So we should keep in mind that the carnivalesque 
revelry of the African American krewe Zulu is regulated, and by being regulated 
it has benefited from an exemption from parade fees for Mardi Gras 
organizations and the support of the municipal infrastructure. Second line 
organizations, by contrast, have not. And they have historically been unable to 
get permits to parade during Mardi Gras season.?7 

Mardi Gras Indian gatherings and spontaneous jazz funerals have usually been 
held without official sanction, but often with the tacit understanding from the 
police that they could go forward. But such agreements have been precarious, 
subject to the whims of individual members of law enforcement and the 
interpretations of city leaders about whether certain communities or their 
members represented a threat to the social order or otherwise needed to be kept 
in line. Regulation could then come down spontaneously, in seemingly arbitrary 
ways, and often in the form of a police officer’s club. In early 2005 the NOPD 
broke up a second-line parade, and then on March 19 of that year, they 
aggressively disrupted the St. Joseph Day gathering of Mardi Gras Indians, using 
the justification that a participant was reported to have a gun. Police harassed 
various gangs of Indians as they arrived at A. L. Davis Park. Indians were forced 
to remove their costumes in public, which many considered an indignity, and 
some were treated roughly and arrested. This harassment outraged the Indians, 
who took pride in policing themselves, sanctioning members who engaged in or 
advocated violence. In the controversy that followed, city officials justified their 
actions by arguing that the organizers had not obtained a permit for the event. 


But Indians and supporters pointed out that this long-standing event had never 
been subject to permits, thus demonstrating that a tacit agreement had been 
broken. At a subsequent city council discussion of the incident, Big Chief 
Allison “Tootie” Montana recounted a long history of police intimidation and 
broken agreements before he suffered a heart attack and collapsed at the end of 
his statement, dying shortly thereafter.*° 

A controversial and high-profile post-Katrina example of such tacit 
agreements breaking down occurred on October 1, 2007, when the police 
showed up at a spontaneous Monday night jazz funeral procession in the Tremé 
for New Birth Brass Band tuba player Kerwin James, who had died from stroke 
complications several days earlier. The police told the mourners to disperse as 
the musicians played the hymn “TI’ll Fly Away.” When the musicians continued 
playing, the police waded into the crowd, physically quieting the musicians. But 
the moumers continued to sing, and officers ended up arresting drummer Derrick 
Tabb and trombonist Glen David Andrews for disturbing the peace and parading 
without a permit. After negotiations between community organizations and the 
police, the procession continued the following night under permit.74 

While one can be critical of the NOPD’s harassments of these parades and 
gatherings, it is unfortunately true that they have at times been sites of violent 
conflict. Three people were shot near the end of a January 2006 “all-star” 
parade. And a few months later, near a jazz funeral in Central City, a young 
evacuee who had returned from Dallas for the event was recognized and shot 
dead by an assailant who had tried to kill him two years earlier. Two weeks after 
the first shooting, NOPD superintendent Warren J. Riley had issued a 
memorandum announcing an increase in policing requirements for second lines 
and requiring that organizers be in compliance with bond requirements stipulated 
by Louisiana laws governing parades. The NOPD also increased the fee for 
second line parade permits from $1,200 to $4,445, based on the logic that 
additional police escorts needed to contend with potential violence. After this fee 
increase, members of the SAPCTF met with NOPD representatives to work out a 
sliding scale, so that clubs that could not afford the new fees could continue to 
parade. But after the second shooting, the police rejected the sliding scale and set 
a standard fee for all second lines at $3,760.2° 

Eventually the ACLU filed a lawsuit on behalf of members of the second line 
community, on the grounds that these fees denied paraders the right to free 
expression under the First Amendment. The complaint alleged as well that 
Fourteenth Amendment protections were compromised because the police escort 
and bonding requirements imposed on the clubs were unreasonable and 


excessive. It argued that these requirements threatened the very existence of the 
tradition. Ultimately, the ACLU was successful, and in late 2007 the NOPD 
settled, agreeing to return to the original fee and give the paraders an hour on the 
street after the parade to socialize and visit with friends and family.*° 

Debates and commentary about the fee increases provide a window onto 
conflicts and debates around rights to residency in the city, ownership of its 
culture, and use of public space in the post-Katrina period. Some have seen the 
increased fees as yet another hostile maneuver by municipal authorities, 
designed to discourage working-class or poor black residents from returning to 
the city and making them, in effect, disposable. As the ACLU stated in its 
complaint, “Many members of the clubs are working-class families. They are 
persons struggling to return to the city of New Orleans, dealing with the loss of 
family unity, the loss of homes and the loss of normalcy. The city of New 
Orleans, rather than encouraging their return, has instead created barriers to the 
resumption of an important means of expression for these returning New 
Orleanians.” Others have made connections between the permit fees and the 
decision not to reopen public housing in New Orleans.*” 

The controversy over fee increases became a referendum on violence in the 
city and the issue of just who bears responsibility for it. The NOPD’s argument 
in favor of the fee increases generally revolved around the assumption that the 
parades were lightning rods for violence and that the clubs should bear the cost 
of increased policing. Second liners and activists, by contrast, while generally 
welcoming an increased police presence, claimed that the fee increase, as well as 
the criminalization of the community that justified the move, shifted 
responsibility away from the city. They argue that killings happened regularly in 
poor neighborhoods; violence on second lines was symptomatic of systemic 
problems that the police had failed to control. They pointed out that violence 
also happened regularly at post-Katrina Mardi Gras parades, which, though 
much larger, have lower fees that were protected by the city ordinance. As 
Tamara Jackson noted, “We cannot be responsible for what other people do. It’s 
a hardship when you impose an astronomical fee on a self-sufficient culture. “To 
protect and serve,’ is the job of the police department for everybody. They’re 
supposed to do the same job at $1,200 that they’re going to do at $3,760. 
Violence is a citywide problem, and each club should not be responsible for 
problems that city has as a whole.”° 

The Kerwin James funeral incident provided the occasion for another 
referendum on violence and differential treatment of New Orleans populations, 
as well as related issues like gentrification and the city’s support (or lack 


thereof) for neighborhood-based black cultures. Like the debate about the fee 
increases, such issues resonated in broader discussions about the city’s future 
when the local and national press picked up the story and made it a hot topic in 
the blogosphere. 

One prominent issue was the right of community members to control public 
space. There was disagreement among Tremé residents as to whether the 
mourners should have agreed to parade under permit the following night. Some 
argued that to do so was, in effect, giving up rights to both space and tradition. 
Others suggested that permitting was a means to legitimize a cultural practice 
and, more practically, obtain welcome protection from criminals who might 
show up. Beyond basic questions about residents’ rights to public space and the 
NOPD’s right to regulate it were those pertaining to whose interests were being 
protected when the NOPD decided to enforce or ignore official municipal 
regulations or unofficial implied contracts. In response to an NOPD statement 
that the protesters had broken the law and the city did not make exceptions to the 
ordinance that prohibited playing music on the street after 8 p.m., some 
commentators pointed out that exceptions to city ordinances were made all the 
time for Mardi Gras parades and various events in the tourist-friendly French 
Quarter. Others thought the police intervention came at the request of well- 
heeled new residents in the gentrifying neighborhood and noted at this post- 
Katrina moment, when both home prices and rental costs had risen, that 
newcomers’ rights to lives defined on their terms was taking precedent over 
those of the long-time, working- and lower-middle-class residents of the 
neighborhood. As social aid and pleasure club official Ronald Lewis pointed out 
at a panel discussion three weeks later at Sound Café, “We have to contend with 
the invasion of the people coming into our community. ... They say they love 
our culture, that’s why they came here, but they lack education about it, and then 
they don’t want it. They attack you, and then they justify it after the fact.” He 
and Tamara Jackson also chided the police for their brutality, capriciousness, 
and ineffectiveness in addressing real criminal behavior.*? 

As a response to police violence and the city’s expectations of violence on the 
second lines, the SAPCTF and some of the individual social aid and pleasure 
clubs have crafted an antiviolence message. By doing so, they have articulated a 
sense that rebuilding black working-class and low-income New Orleans requires 
both a state commitment to reducing violence and the deflection of an official 
rhetoric that would put responsibility solely on the community rather than on the 
state and broader social factors. Moreover, the prominence of Jackson and other 
women in the second line community, as well as their attention to domestic 
concerns in their social aid projects, may be seen as a gendered claim of space 


and rights, in the face of an often unrecognized and unacknowledged form of 
post-Katrina violence—that is, the militarization of the city and mass 
displacements in the realm of public and private housing, education, and social 
services that have inordinately affected the lives of women as household heads 
and mothers.°° 

However, this is complicated terrain for activist second liners. Prior to 
Katrina, the task force was known as the Second Line Cultural Tradition Task 
Force. After the storm, the group changed its name, according to Jackson, 
because, “we wanted to separate from the term ‘second line’ because second 
lines have started to have a negative connotation. People when they heard 
‘second line’ thought violence, and didn’t see the true spirit of what we bring 
forth on a Sunday.”*! The task force’s projects of cultural preservation and 
antiviolence, then, are enacted through a distancing from a perceived community 
behavior, which is articulated with the kind of “politics of respectability” evident 
in the task force’s mission statement: “Striving to raise the standards through 
examples: instilling dignity, respect, and reverence by way of socially acceptable 
presentations.” 

Such politics of respectability are, of course, often highly gendered. They 
speak of, and try to reassert, modes of masculine and feminine authority in a 
community seen by some as sorely in need of it. Jackson, who is also president 
of the VIP Ladies and Kids Social Aid and Pleasure Club, says her club looks for 
“family-oriented ladies” among its new members.°* A similar approach is visible 
in the Black Men of Labor SAPC, which seeks to “honor the dignity of black 
working men” by bringing back a more traditional approach to second lining 
(Figure 3.2). A member of the Sudan Social Aid and Pleasure Club similarly 
emphasized to me that they perform only “traditional jazz” at their events. They 
might hire some of the younger brass bands that often incorporate hip-hop and 
funk into their repertoire—the band at the funeral procession where our 
conversation took place, for example, riffed off of P-Funk’s “Atomic Dog” (or 
perhaps it was Snoop Dogg’s “Who Am I”)—but they demand that the bands 
play a more respectable, traditional jazz at the events they sponsor.°° 


FIGURE 3.2 Black Men of Labor Second Line, 2011. 


Photograph by Lewis Watts. 


The determined activism of these second line organizations is nothing short of 
inspiring. They clearly counter efforts to mark their communities as disposable. 
Moreover, some second line organizations reject intracommunal distinction, for 
example, by honoring in memoriam, and sometimes even as parade kings, 
individuals who performed the “thug life” as entertainers or those who actually 
lived it. One example is the Lady Buck Jumpers honoring slain hip-hop artist 
(and son of club president Linda Porter) Soulja Slim at its 2006 parade.** But 
one must still consider how some presentations of respectable black working- 
class culture by second lines may enable a kind of “good Negro, bad Negro” 
discourse that allows New Orleanians of various hues to revere, develop an 
affinity for, and even claim a possessive investment in black musicians and 
black music as necessary to the city’s reconstruction, but still permits an 
aversion to another mode of blackness (and a large, frequently displaced 
population) deemed transgressive, violent, parasitical, and otherwise a threat to 
the city’s return. Although the ACLU’s complaint rightly pointed out that the 
harassment of second line clubs may reflect a kind of official animus toward 
black working-class people in New Orleans, the second line clubs’ responses 


may also contribute to a wider discourse in which the culture bearers are 
celebrated while other community members are made abject. Within this 
discourse, the musicians and social clubs are seen as necessary to the city’s 
rebuilding. But as they seek to rebuild a working-class community, address a 
very real social problem (crime), engage in an important critique of the state’s 
complicity in the rising crime rate, and at least implicitly put forth a vision for 
gender justice, activists must negotiate a disciplining biopolitical framework in 
which the second line may be considered a better kind of black culture, 
authentically local and working class, a product of the community but not of the 
“ghetto.” Indeed, many in the city have no problem celebrating second line 
culture as indispensible to the city’s reconstruction while considering working- 
class and poor people from the same neighborhoods who do not contribute to the 
culture as disposable. 


What we see happening among members of the “traditional” second line 
community is both reflection and inspiration for an expanding set of intersecting, 
sometimes derivative cultural practices. Folklorist and journalist Nick Spitzer 
sees great possibility in the ways “the social aid and pleasure model has been 
replicated by other New Orleans institutions: Tipitina’s long offered a place for 
old-school musicians to play, and now raises money for players in need; the 
Silence is Violence campaign marches across the city to demand police and 
judicial attention in neighborhoods wracked by murder; ‘voluntourism’ groups 
encourage visitors to do home-building by day (social aid), and go to music 
clubs and restaurants by night (pleasure).”°° Such activities also generate a set of 
discourses regarding public space, violence, and social responsibility. 

The anti-violence group SilencelsViolence, which Spitzer references, was 
organized in early 2007 after the high-profile murders of Hot 8 Brass Band 
drummer Dinerral Shavers and filmmaker Helen Hill. SilencelsViolence’s 
mission statement, at the time of this writing, is “to call upon both citizens and 
public officials to achieve a safe New Orleans across all communities. We 
engage youth in positive expressions and actions to counter the culture of 
violence. We demand respect for every life, and justice for every citizen in our 
city.”°° Many of SilenceIsViolence’s ongoing projects focus on young people 
and seek, through arts education in particular, to keep them out of trouble while 
simultaneously fostering in them a commitment to their city and to social justice 
(in particular, antiviolence) work. The group has established antiviolence forums 
in schools, called “peace clubs,” in which students participate in arts workshops 
and antiviolence discussions. SilenceIsViolence also sponsors after-school 
“youth empowerment programs in the arts.” The longest-running program is the 


weekly music clinic held at Sound Café, which has been subsidized by some of 
the organizations that have emerged (or continued to work) post-Katrina to 
support musicians and traditional local musical cultures. In these clinics, local 
professional musicians provide instruction in basic technique, as well as about 
musical traditions in New Orleans and business aspects of music.” 

SilencelsViolence has also made efforts to improve relations between 
community members and the district attorney’s office and NOPD, while holding 
these and other agencies’ feet to the fire to do more about crime in the city. 
Evening peace walks through crime-impacted neighborhoods “are intended to 
nurture connections among neighborhoods, to establish a positive, anti-violence 
presence on our streets.”°> When members of the NOPD join them, there is hope 
that trust between police officers and members of different communities can be 
reestablished. The group has also been among the various antiviolence 
organizations and bloggers seeking to get the NOPD to be more forthcoming 
with crime statistics and information about violence in_ different 
neighborhoods.°9 

SilenceIsViolence’s emphasis on communal regeneration via arts education— 
and, especially, music education—and the neighborhood parades in the face of 
structural violence and street crime can be seen as attempts to tap into and build 
upon self-help and public performance traditions long established in African 
American neighborhoods as a means of ameliorating biopolitical exclusions. 
Given the enhanced knowledge about these traditions post-Katrina, their 
invocation provides the basis for a public dialogue about the issue of violence 
that addresses the stakes for working-class and poor black communities, rather 
than simply positioning them as the source of the problem. 

The group has also specifically joined forces with members of the second line 
community in promoting its message and programs. These collaborations have 
emphasized the role that the second line community can play in ameliorating 
violence. Two months after the Lundi Gras parade, the SAPCTF and 
SilenceIsViolence organized a second line in the Tremé, intended in part to bring 
people together to talk about how to address violence in the neighborhood, the 
challenges of rebuilding it, and the importance of maintaining cultural traditions. 
Shortly after six bystanders were shot on a Garden District street on Fat Tuesday 
2009, Jackson organized in the neighborhood the first of a series of peace walks 
in collaboration with SilenceIsViolence. As with the 2008 march, organizers 
hoped these events could help the city heal from such violent acts, while 
simultaneously dispelling the idea that second lining somehow promoted 
violence. In May 2010, in an event tragically reminiscent of the one that led to 


the group’s formation, SilenceIsViolence teamed with the SAPCTF for a peace 
walk to honor 22-year-old brass band musician and music teacher Brandon 
Franklin, who was murdered in a dispute at a friend’s home. The march was led 
by members of Jackson’s V.I.P Ladies and Kids and New Orleans Bayou 
Steppers pleasure clubs, as well as by Franklin’s band members, family, and 
students. Members of the 2nd and 3rd districts of the NOPD also joined the 
march.*? 

As the Franklin killing makes clear, SilenceIsViolence and the SAPCTF are 
fighting an uphill battle. The murder rate has remained high. Hill’s murder was 
never solved, and Shavers’s alleged killer was acquitted of the crime. 
Meanwhile, plans for community policing and other programs designed to make 
officers more responsive to concerns of particular neighborhoods have been slow 
to develop; frustration with and distrust of the criminal justice and law 
enforcement systems remains high. We must also contend with the ways that the 
goals of such grassroots organizing and modes of mobilization can, 
paradoxically, end up lending themselves to the biopolitical project of marking 
certain populations as disposable. As noted earlier, given the complicated and 
often contradictory investments that people have in “the culture,” the privileging 
of culture-bearers as healers and agents and reform can sometimes lead to the 
abjection of other members of working-class and poor black neighborhoods. 
Moreover, the focus on more effective criminal justice and law enforcement can 
be a double-edged sword, given how the increasing militarization of policing in 
poor communities has been incredibly disruptive, while treating community 
members as simultaneously invisible and threatening. 

Residents of working-class and low-income African American neighborhoods 
have been extremely distrustful of the NOPD because of long-standing patterns 
of abuse, corruption, and aggressive policing of minor offenses. Relentlessly 
arresting and prosecuting minor offenders in the hope that more serious crimes 
will be prevented is one factor in Louisiana’s dubious distinction of having the 
highest incarceration rate in the United States. Although African Americans 
constitute about a third of the state’s population, they make up almost three- 
quarters of the state’s prison population. High rates of incarceration have created 
in New Orleans a spiral of social disruption, mirrored by increasing levels of 
incarceration in US society more generally—penalizing the innocent, exposing 
imprisoned non-violent offenders in illicit economies to truly dangerous people, 
breaking apart families and communal networks, and marking people as 
unemployable.*! And at a larger structural level, in Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s 
words, we are seeing how a “new kind of state—an antistate state—is being built 


on prison foundations. The antistate state depends on ideological and rhetorical 
dismissal of any agency or capacity that ‘government’ might use to guarantee 
social well-being.”47 

While many involved in antiviolence activism agree that a fairer and more 
competent system is needed, there have been disagreements among activists 
about whether or not the city needs an expanded police presence. Some 
antiviolence organizations, including some that have worked with 
SilenceIsViolence on issues such as developing greater citizen oversight of the 
NOPD and participated in its marches, have put more focus on prisoners’ rights 
and have developed somewhat different strategies for addressing violence within 
communities. Safe Streets/Strong Communities, for example, developed out of 
the People’s Hurricane Relief Fund as an organization devoted to reconciling the 
agendas of groups that advocate for prisoners and those that advocate for 
victims.*° 

Indeed, the “Community Voice” section on SilenceIsViolence’s website, 
where users post comments, often about unsolved crimes committed against 
loved ones, has been used to comment on police brutality, evidence tampering, 
and unfair prosecutions—all of which could be triggered by activist demands for 
more effective police investigations and prosecutions. And some have raised 
questions about the high representation of whites or perceived white interest in 
this organization, despite the dedication of SilencelsViolence to creating a 
multiracial movement that represents all neighborhoods in the city and 
emphasizes the rights of black crime victims and their families. Such a critique 
makes sense given the ways that mobilization around crime and speaking out 
from the position of victim in many cities has been a catalyst for punitive 
policing and judicial projects directed toward communities of color across time 
and space in the United States. 

But whatever the problems, there still seems great potential—one embedded 
in the communal affirmations of life pursued by parading cultures, affirmations 
that have been forged as ritualistic and visible responses to violence in New 
Orleans over the decades. Even if the contemporary focus on these practices 
plays into a fetishization of the culture, it also makes visible those communities 
deemed disposable, defining them not as sources of crime but as human beings 
whose lives have become precarious—not only because of poverty, joblessness, 
and police brutality, but also because the criminal justice and law enforcement 
systems cannot control violent crimes in their neighborhoods. Moreover, making 
crime rather than criminals visible in these communities challenges the ways in 
which community needs have been subordinated to those of the tourist industry, 


whose fundamentally unfair system of the distribution of resources is augmented 
by the practice of downplaying crime statistics in the city to keep the tourists 
coming. Whatever racial inequities or power imbalances more generally may 
persist in the frameworks by which violence as a problem is voiced, there also 
seems to be potential in the sometimes messy, interracial, interclass, 
intergeneration, and cross-neighborhood collaborations and dialogues occurring 
within these mobilizations. And the potential grows when such movements get 
covered in the press and the blogosphere and subsequently are discussed on front 
porches, across dinner tables, in barbershops, and other places. As long-time 
social aid and pleasure club activist Ronald Lewis argued at the January 2007 
community meeting that led to the formation of SilencelsViolence, remarking 
that an issue of long concern in New Orleans black communities was finally 
getting wider attention: “Everybody done woke up.”*° 

Also encouraging are the ways that the public African American cultures of 
New Orleans, under siege by flooding, displacement, and being ripped from their 
neighborhood contexts, continue to aid activists in their struggles against a wide 
range of biopolitical projects impacting the lives of New Orleanians. A March 
2009 second line organized by the Fyre Youth Squad and other local activists 
protested the “cradle-to-prison pipeline” in the city.*° Tamara Jackson was one 
of the main organizers of a September 2009 protest (which included two brass 
bands) outside the Hale Boggs Federal Building that was intended to let Senator 
Mary Landrieu know that her constituents supported a public option in the health 
care legislation currently being discussed by the Congress. Jackson said she was 
inspired by the fact that many black New Orleanians—and social aid and 
pleasure club members and local musicians, in particular—lacked access to care 
and were “suffering.” She called particular attention to the crisis caused by the 
post-Katrina closing of area hospitals, including the controversial shuttering, 
right after the storm, of Charity Hospital, which provided two-thirds of the care 
for the uninsured in New Orleans, and more recently, New Orleans Adolescent 
Hospital, which had taken on much of the mental health care following Charity’s 
closure. Jackson also noted that residents in largely African American 
neighborhoods on the city’s East Side lacked a local hospital. Making 
community voices heard on this issue, she argued, followed directly from the 
social aid and pleasure clubs’ histories as benevolent societies that assisted the 
sick while they simultaneously pushed for an equitable reconstruction of the city 
and regeneration of its cultures.*” 

Second line protests held during 2010 included a jazz funeral protesting 
budget cuts at the University of New Orleans, a funeral parade led by the Krewe 


of Dead Pelicans to benefit the Gulf Coast following the Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill, and two second lines on a Friday afternoon in April—the first marking an 
Amnesty International conference in the city and the release of their report UN- 
Natural Disaster: Human Rights on the Gulf Coast, and the second protesting 
the Southern Republican Leadership Conference happening the same weekend 
and calling for renewed support for education and health care in the face of the 
Republican budget cutting and privatization agenda that has hit the city and its 
poorest residents so hard, before and after Katrina.*® 

Brass bands accompanied a May 1, 2011, march for workers’ rights that was 
put together by local organizations that have been attentive to the struggles of 
immigrant guest workers and other laborers, and have worked to build cross- 
racial coalitions among low-income workers, especially Latina/os and African 
Americans.*? A June 17, 2011, second line and community forum led by Women 
with a Vision, a local grassroots African American collective working on health 
and social justice issues for marginalized women and their communities, 
acknowledged the 40th anniversary of Nixon’s declaration of a “war on drugs.” 
The forum marked the symbolic death of the “war” with a jazz funeral, a tactic 
designed to raise awareness about subsequent policies’ failures in stemming drug 
use and their devastating effects in low-income communities.°° 

Again, one can argue that expansion of the use of parading in post-storm New 
Orleans contributes to the diffusion of the African American community’s 
control of such practices.°! One might even suggest this could lead to obviation 
of long-standing second line activists themselves by rendering their activities 
unnecessary as other constituencies find their voices. But these nontraditional 
second line events are also clearly spaces of improvised collaboration, as 
musicians, activists of various inclinations, and those who spontaneously join the 
second line act together to share ideas and sentiments. And as_ public 
interventions they free up space for communal and sometimes national 
reflection, through which the issue of biopolitical exclusion and possible 
resolutions of the problem are thought about seriously. 


POSTSCRIPT 


At 1:45 p.m. on Mother’s Day (May 12) 2013, what second line community 
ambassador Charles Jackson called “the worst nightmare of all” occurred on a 
Big 7 Social Aid and Pleasure Club parade as it made its way along Frenchmen 


St. in New Orleans’s Seventh Ward.°* Two brothers, affiliated with a local gang, 


went after an enemy in the crowd with guns blazing. They got their man but they 
also managed to shoot eighteen other people, including two children. A 20th 
victim was injured by people fleeing the shooters. Miraculously, no one was 
killed and only three people were seriously injured. Sadly and ironically, the 
most severely injured person was Deborah “Big Red” Cotton, a local journalist 
and blogger, who has written about the problems of violence in New Orleans 
neighborhoods, the important sustenance offered by second lines to those 
neighborhoods, and the unfair accusations that second line culture is responsible 
for the violence that sometimes happens on parades.°° 

Although the police quickly arrested the suspects, who had no direct 
association with the second line community, many second liners and their 
supporters worry about the impact of the shooting on the tradition. One concern 
is that the incident will lend credence to the idea that the second line community 
itself was responsible for the violence. While some no doubt have come to such 
a conclusion, it is notable that city officials, including Mayor Mitch Landrieu, 
have been careful to point out that the second line community is not to blame. As 
Landrieu put it, “It’s my opinion that the social aid and pleasure clubs are not the 
problem. That the social aid and pleasure clubs and the Mardi Gras Indians are 
part of our authentic culture. ... They are what’s good about this city, and add to 
our rich heritage and culture. Just because some ill-advised kids used these as an 
opportunity to shoot each other, it has to be stated clearly that it’s not the clubs, 
or anybody that has anything to do with them.” Landrieu also supported the 
“redo” of the parade on June 1, which went off without hitch, albeit with a heavy 
police presence, including Chief Ronal Serpas. Such official support suggests 
that the second line community’s activism regarding the negative press their 
practices have received over the years has been at least somewhat effective and 
that they and their supporters have made successful arguments about their 
importance to the city’s recovery.°* However, it remains unclear how long such 
support will last, and it is necessary to point out that this championing of culture 
workers by city officials may help further the idea, discussed above, that there 
are worthy and less worthy (perhaps even disposable) members of the local 
black community. 

For others, the concern has been less about public appearances than about the 
personal safety of community members. Some wonder whether this incident 
might not signal an increasing level of danger on the parades that parallels 
escalating violence across the city. Local residents, second line supporters, and 
musicians interviewed in the days after the event expressed concerns about 
further participation in such events given that a younger generation of criminals 


seems increasingly more reckless than those of old. Although it was well known 
that thugs sometimes came out for second lines to look for enemies in the 
crowds, the conventional wisdom was that such violence usually happened after 
the main line of the parade had passed, that one was very unlikely to experience 
trouble while marching near the second aid and pleasure club members and 
musicians. This shooting, however, happened very close to the main line of the 
parade. So some have expressed doubt that they would participate in future 
parades, while others have suggested that they would continue to participate but 
might not bring their children to future events. At least one musician has said he 
might start charging higher fees for participating in parades because of the 
risks.°> 

Faced with such challenges and uncertainty, however, musicians, members of 
the second line community, and others have risen to the occasion, as they have 
reached out to the victims of the shooting and used the event to dramatize further 
and address the more general problem of violence in New Orleans. The Big 7 
Social Aid and Pleasure Club defined the “redo” parade as a stand against 
violence. As its president Edward Buckner put it, “We have to show the 
community that we are taking a stand against this kind of gang and gun violence 
and to make it so that this very strong culture can continue without any other 
incidents like this.” During the event, the club held a ceremony to honor the 
injured.°° 

SilenceIsViolence, with Tamara Jackson of the Social Aid and Pleasure Club 
Task Force now serving as the antiviolence group’s executive director, was one 
of several organizations that sponsored a benefit concert held on May 23 at 
Tipitina’s nightclub. Actor Wendell Pierce (who plays Antoine Batiste in the 
television series Treme) and musicians Fats Domino and Donald Harrison, Jr. 
were event co-chairs. Harrison, also a Mardi Gras Indian chief, and the Hot 8 
and Stooges brass bands were among the performers. Proceeds were to go to the 
19 Fund, set up to help the victims of the May 12 shooting and victims of future 
violence in Orleans and Jefferson Parish. As SilenceIsViolence described the 
fund shortly after the concert, “The 19 Fund, which began last night, will 
continue to serve as a community fund for helping and engaging victims of 
violence, who not only deserve our support but also are major stakeholders in the 
struggle to make New Orleans safer.”°” 

Sadly, inspirationally, the story continues. ... 
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PART II 


CREATIVITIES 


CHAPTER 4 


BILLY CONNOLLY, DANIEL BARENBOIM, 
WILLIE WONKA, JAZZ BASTARDS, AND THE 
UNIVERSALITY OF IMPROVISATION 


RAYMOND MACDONALD AND GRAEME WILSON 


MEETING a cultural icon can be an unnerving experience, especially when the 
icon in question comes from your home town. But the night I (RM) accidentally 
met Billy Connolly in a Glaswegian chip shop was quite the opposite. We 
chatted about Norwegian folk music and sympathetic strings on violins and he 
asked me what kind of music I play. I told him I play the saxophone and he 
asked if I played in the big band of a certain stalwart saxophonist of the Glasgow 
scene. I explained that I used to, but now play largely improvised music: 
“unlistenable music that nobody likes,” I coyly suggested. To which he replied, 
something right,” and in an instant the great cultural icon gave me a quote to 
launch a thousand lectures on improvisation. 

We would like to contrast these chip-shop conceptions of improvisation 
fielded by both RM and Billy Connolly with that of Daniel Barenboim, and that 
offered by Willy Wonka as incarnated by Johnny Depp. When asked during the 
Reith Lectures in 2006 by the pianist Julian Joseph what his view of 
improvisation was, Barenboim gazed skyward and_ proclaimed _ that 
“Improvisation is the highest form of art” (Barenboim 2006, 9-10). In the film 
of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory the character Charlie Bucket observes 
Willie Wonka’s Oompa-Loompa workforce singing, “What do you get if you 
guzzle down sweets, eating as much as an elephant eats?” This occurs 
immediately after Augustus Gloop is sucked up a pipe after trying to drink from 
the chocolate river and Charlie asks Wonka how the Oompa-Loompas knew this 
was going to happen. Wonka replies, “improvisation is a parlor trick; anyone can 
do it.” 


Improvised music is extensively wondered at and talked about, from chip shop 
to chocolate factory to the citadels of culture. Inevitably, with a phenomenon 
that astonishes widely, it is accounted for in different and contradictory ways, 
including the four versions above. Does it constitute unlistenable music that no 
one likes, or a feature of jazz? High art or a parlor trick? Such arguments may be 
arcane to the musicians involved—as long as they are able to make it happen, 
they perhaps do not need to question why it works. But understanding the unique 
mental, individual, and social processes through which improvisation takes place 
in music should be, and increasingly is, a key area of interest for psychology (a 
science with a track record of analyzing parlor tricks). Psychology is very 
heterogeneous, corralling together several distinct schools of thought. We would 
like to summarize problems with how some branches of psychology and 
ethnomusicology, in seeking a definitive account of musical improvisation and 
how it occurs, have constrained the “bigger picture” of improvisation. We then 
discuss how our own research leads us to be more interested in the diversity of 
definitions: in why we are able to gather together such contradictory anecdotes 
about what constitutes improvisation in music. A key point here is that we are 
not seeking to offer a definitive definition of improvisation, a task that may seem 
futile given the vast array of social contexts within which improvisation 
functions. However, by analyzing how musicians discuss their improvisational 
practices, we can gain significant insight into the musical and psychological 
processes that lie at the heart of a ubiquitous and fundamental activity that is 
both creative and social. Musical improvisation provides opportunities for 
negotiating difference through creative collaboration. The unique social and 
musical features of improvisation make it an important artistic, educational, and 
therapeutic process, and this chapter presents an account of what musicians see 
as key elements of this interaction. 


PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH ON IMPROVISATION 


Cognitive modeling of perceptual or generative processes within an individual is 
a mainstream approach within psychology, and studies of this nature have 
investigated the internal brain functions that take place during musical 
improvisation (Sloboda 1985; Ashley 2009). They employ positivist 
methodologies to pinpoint key cognitive features (Johnson-Laird 2002) and 
explain how the practice is learned. For example, Pressing (1998) identified the 
importance to perception, control, and interaction of referents such as jazz chord 


progression, song structure, or shared tempo that can maximize the cognitive 
capacity available to other aspects. 

Experimental work aiming to map generative processes in improvised musical 
performance has, perhaps for practical purposes, tended to focus on processes of 
an individual improvising, typically a solo pianist, and to concern itself with the 
concept of “expert”improvisers as people likely to have brains with the clearest 
improvisation-specific processes. Although much of the well-developed 
literature in music education research on teaching improvisation (Hickey 2009) 
views improvisation as contingent upon a key set of learned listening and motor 
coordination skills (Ashley 2009; Berkowitz 2010), it is understood as a highly 
specialized and advanced form of musical communication—therefore taking 
place between individuals rather than inside one skull. 

Sociologists and ethnomusicologists have embraced the idea of improvisation 
as a social practice (Iyer 2004; Lewis 2008; Sawyer 2008). They highlight in 
particular how the practice of improvisation in the case of jazz is integrally 
related to the social world and culture of its practitioners, prioritizing the 
gathering of musicians’ views and pointing to the divergent roles and experience 
of players of different instruments (Berliner 1994; Monson 1996; Fischlin and 
Heble 2004; Piekut 2011). Becker (2000), for example, has taken the 
conventions surrounding “jam sessions” as a demonstration of his theory of art 
worlds and social expectancies contained within. Walser (1997) argues that since 
the music is realized in a social and professional context, practitioners may 
operate with different constructions of what is involved from those of observers, 
and the complex social and individual implications of the music cannot be 
separated. 

However, while expert improvising may light up brain scanning imagery with 
greater distinction and generate readily identifiable subcultures to unpick, a 
broader psychological definition of improvisation casts it as an essential human 
quality (Lewis 2000). It is as a universal creative capacity that improvisation has 
arguably the greatest importance for psychology (MacDonald, Kreutz et al. 
2012). The ebb and flow of social life has improvisation at its heart: turn taking 
in a conversation; walking down a street and making decisions about where to 
move; negotiating a romantic dinner; or workplace interactions all have 
improvisation at their core. If in this way we are all improvising constantly, 
improvisation is a defining feature of our humanity: if you do not improvise you 
are not alive. 

This is not to simplify the process of improvisation, since these processes 
involve highly sophisticated and nuanced psychological judgments made 
unconsciously and very quickly—who to talk to, when to talk, what to say, and 


so on. From this point of view, when we improvise music we utilize these 
broader social psychological processes within a musical context. Improvisation 
in this sense is not about developing advanced music skills but rather it is about 
borrowing from everyday life, and as such we all have the capacity to be musical 
improvisers. Think of how a young child first explores a piano or guitar: 
investigating the surface of the instrument, plucking strings, pushing keys, 
experiencing the sensual pleasure of sound and texture, and reveling in the 
newness of these explorations. Here, improvisation is an exploratory creative 
urge or a quest for newness and is uninhibited by notions of “correct” or 
“incorrect” musical practice and conventional judgments of aesthetic beauty. 
The improviser in this instance is not concerned with supposedly objective 
external judgments of quality; rather, the improvisation can be viewed as a 
creative exploratory process to facilitate the expansion of personal horizons. 
Furthermore, even these solitary explorations of a child with a new instrument 
may be viewed as social given that they take place within a family or other 
social environment, which will influence if and when the child has access to an 
instrument, as well as how he or she approaches and continues to explore and 
interact musically with instruments and with other people or instruments in the 
environment. 

From a psychological standpoint the development of qualitative research 
methods within mainstream psychological research over the past 20 years has 
facilitated new approaches to understanding subjective social experiences 
(Camic, Rhodes et al. 2003), in music psychology no less than in other branches. 
In wider psychology, this expansion has fostered debate over distinct theoretical 
viewpoints underpinning analysis. For instance, phenomenologists may see a 
transcribed account as representing an internally maintained perspective, while 
constructivists may understand it to be one of multiple optional accounts an 
individual may field, and social constructionists may see this as a version of 
people, events, and objects inseparable from its immediate social, cultural, 
temporal, and physical context. As an interdisciplinary field attracting musical, 
musicological, and psychological researchers, qualitative music psychology has 
perhaps inevitably focused on the views of (readily available) student musicians 
or practitioners who have been through conservatoire education (e.g., Dobson 
2010; Juuti and Littleton 2010; Clark 2012; Allen 2013), and tends to treat the 
expressed views of musicians as representing an authentic and consistent internal 
“reality” (Monson 1996; e.g., Brodsky 2006; see also MacDonald and Wilson 
2006). 

Our own research on improvisation has sought to broaden the scope of 
qualitative study in music psychology to acknowledge the universality of 


improvisatory practice and the range of psychological theory. Below we 
summarize findings from focus group and individual interviews, from gathering 
the views of jazz players, to considering individuals using improvisation within 
music therapy and an ensemble of eclectic musicians seeking to avoid genre 
practices. 


FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWS WITH JAZZ MUSICIANS 


It has been contended that music is not only important for all of us, but that it 
also plays a fundamental role in the development, negotiation, and maintenance 
of personal identities (Roe 2000; MacDonald, Miell et al. 2002; Stalhammar 
2006). Any individual involved in musical activities (i.e., both listening and 
performing) develops aspects of personal identity that are inextricably linked to 
these musical behaviors. For musicians who improvise in particular, this identity 
work will have significant influence upon how they talk about, listen to, and 
undertake improvisational activities. In our first study (MacDonald and Wilson 
2005) we conducted thematic analysis of focus group interviews with 
professional jazz musicians working in Scotland, including individuals 
identifying themselves as conservatoire-trained or otherwise, to access group 
musical identities. While we were initially interested in the broader aspects of 
identity work in jazz, the descriptions fielded of the process of improvisation are 
relevant here. Improvisation was cast at various points as a continuum of 
interpretation of a tune, for example: 


What I used to do sometimes is just continue to try to find another tune to play over the one that you’re 
playin’ and makin’ it fit as it’s an improvisation just tryin’ to keep comin’ up with any other tune other 
than the one you’re doin’. (trumpeter) 


Or the development of spontaneous riffs as improvisational structures in 
performance: 


maybe the bass player would take a solo and then bounce off the riff, he’d start soloing maybe build 
another riff (.) Even maybe change the time. (guitarist) 


Another participant described his appreciation of a much freer performance by 
a Norwegian band, which he understood to be operating with minimal 
“signposts” to integrate a performance lacking any obvious tune. 

These excerpts highlight that different versions of jazz improvisation can be 
identified or constructed/accessed by those who practice it. It is a complex and 
negotiable phenomenon. As such it is something difficult for even full-time 


musicians to articulate in language: particularly because of its social nature, no 
one player’s version of what takes place can capture the diversity of group 
experience. As one bass player suggested, a key aspect of what was interesting 
about jazz improvisation was its co-operative division of creative labor: 


you know it’s quite astonishing really when you think about it, that four or five or more people can— 
can TAKE CARE—can take care of all those details without actually planning it themselves. (bass 


player) 


While psychological research on the social processes of jazz and 
improvisation tends to prioritize practitioners’ views on being musicians, 
discursive psychology maintains that such views represent social constructions 
particular to the context of an interview rather than an enduring and objective 
truth. Having conducted a thematic analysis, we wished to explore through 
discursive techniques the relationship between identity work and the accounts 
we had gathered of jazz improvisation, since this is rarely addressed in studies of 
jazz creativity (Wilson and MacDonald 2005). Focus groups, as a particular 
form of discourse, offer a window on the negotiation of identity in a social 
context (Puchta and Potter 2002). Examining our data for structural features of 
discourse such as extreme case formulations (Pomerantz 1986) and the use of 
irony (Billig 1997) we found that the interaction of participants revealed 
attempts to formulate group identity in response to the focus group context. 

A key outcome of this analysis was to highlight the musicians’ interpretative 
repertoires for improvisation. Interpretive repertoires can be viewed as 
consistent patterns of description in talk that function to invite particular 
interpretations of things, people, or events (Antaki and Widdicombe 1998). 
Importantly, they do not necessarily represent internally held views, but may be 
deployed by individuals in particular contexts to particular ends. We labeled the 
two different repertoires we observed as “mastery” and “mystery.” 

The mastery repertoire emphasizes assimilation and achievement. For 
example: 


K It’s not always that kind of romantic notion that everybody has, ya know, there has to be some sort of 
effort. 

H Yeah it doesn’t magically happen. 

K There has to be effort and there has to be some degree of training. 


Mystery on the other hand casts improvisation as emerging unpredictably or 
intuitively and not dependent upon masterful playing. For example: 


H Which is another point about improvising, when you’re truly improvising you’re playing with this 
intensity. And y-you don’t really care what, mistakes just go by and it’s like, doesnae [doesn’t] matter 


cause you’re playing with intensity and (.) and passion // and - 
J //Improvising a full solo of intense mistakes. 


They correspond broadly to the ideas of improvisatory proficiency as a 
learned skill or a mysterious gift, but also carry another implied opposition 
analogous to our parlor trick/high art dichotomy: mastery suggests anyone can 
“do” improvisation given time and application, while mystery suggests the 
exclusivity of improvisers, but accords them less agency or control over what 
they do. Thus, it could be argued that the mastery repertoire conforms to the 
Barenboim notion of improvisation as high art. Implied in this definition is that 
one cannot improvise effectively until the various technical components of 
instrumental technique have been fully developed, assimilated, and incorporated 
into an advanced technique. Wonka’s view relies less on advanced technical skill 
and more upon confidence and, possibly, the ineffable aspects of improvisation. 
We argue these conceptions of improvisation can be considered repertoires, 
since both mastery and mystery could be deployed by the same musician in 
different conversational contexts during a focus group, but consistently attracted 
distinct responses within the discussion among jazz musicians. Accounts of 
improvising based on mastery from any speaker were always endorsed by the 
group as they emerged, while accounts based on mystery were always treated 
ironically, as in the previous examples (Wilson and MacDonald 2005). This 
contradicts the idea that any one understanding of improvisation is “authentic” 
or internally maintained by a particular individual; the repertoires represent 
resources that can be drawn on in talk between musicians to negotiate a 
definition of a shared practices, one that is inescapably social. 

This is an important point to recognize when considering the expanding body 
of work on musicians’ accounts of improvising; as with any other kind of 
interview talk, what they say is not necessarily what they do or even what they 
will always say. For instance, conversation and language use were invoked as 
analogous phenomena on several occasions in these data. This has been found to 
be a recurring metaphor for group improvisation in other studies of jazz 
musicians’ views (Sawyer 1992; Monson 1996). However, its discussion in the 
extract below shows how the metaphor functions to assert the repertoire of 
mastery: 


H Kind of a lot like conversation isn’t it? You know, somebody’ll say something (.) and (.) you know, 
conversation ((K—Yeah)) will always go—You know, you’ll always start off (.) if you’re having a 
conversation in a bar, specially, if you’re having a few drinks, em, or not necessarily. You’re having a 
conversation with somebody, you, you start, you always start off somewhere, and you always end up 
somewhere, fuckin’ really mental. >D’you know what I mean<, like not mental, but just totally— 

L I think that’s//part of the, the—ah. 


H //You get somewhere totally unrelated. And then, usually you’ll come back and (.) talk about, you 
know, sometimes talk about ((mm)) what you started off talking about ((L—Yeah)) which is kind of like 
a tune, isn’t it? You play the head (.) take it somewhere, and eventually you’ll come back and play the 
head again. 

L But it’s kind of (.) that’s, part of the skill of doing the thing though I think and also it, maybe you think 
about sort of conversational analogy, if it’s (.) if that works on a gig then it tends to work with people 
that you might like to talk to. 

H Well, yes, that’s a good point. 

L And so (.) often the idea of a gig working really well is that (.) if you think of it like a conversation as 
in people you’ve managed to communicate with ((H—hn)) well on the gig, and, so ((H—mm)) the g— 
(.) it has worked well as a group unit. 


The comparison with conversation negotiated here positions jazz 
improvisation as enabled through a musical communication parallel to verbal 
language use, in that there are “skills of doing the thing” to be acquired. 
However, particular characteristics of conversation are selected and emphasized 
in support of this claim. The musicians’ role is creative in that it is actively 
“taken” somewhere “mental” or “totally unrelated”; and social relationships are 
intrinsic to their communication. The metaphor therefore grants agency in 
relation to the music to jazz musicians, as individuals whose skill and 
membership of a social group places them in charge of a progressive, creative 
process. Casting the music in these terms also empowers one speaking “as a jazz 
musician.” 


PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSTRUCTS USED IN DEFINING 
IMPROVISATION 


The above section highlights a number of ways in which improvisation can be 
constructed, emphasizing that there are multiple conceptions of improvisation 
and no agreed overarching definition. We explored these issues further in a 
series of semi-structured individual interviews with 10 (6 male and 4 female) 
professional UK jazz musicians on the theme of jazz and musical identity. 
Discursive analysis of the interview transcripts showed how understandings of 
the music were constructed in relation to identity positions for the speaker. 

The experience of improvising in jazz was routinely treated by interviewees as 
difficult to put into words. Nevertheless, several collaborative features consistent 
with the literature emerged as themes in the descriptions: the music was 
essentially live, or performed; it involved interaction, tension between self- 
expression and group processes (cf. Sawyer 1992); there were key points of 
change; and heightened awareness of others’ processes (cf. Bastien and Hostager 


1988). In particular, many descriptions of moments when group improvisation 
was going extremely well were concordant with Kenny and Gellrich’s (2002) 
treatment of jazz improvisation as flow. Recurring aspects in these descriptions 
included: 


* Deindividuation, or a loss of sense of self while part of a larger whole that 
might encompass the group or the group and the audience 

* No sense of effort 

¢ An absence of thinking, instead relying on “feelings” 

¢ A focus on the present—no longer aware of past or future 

* Relaxation without distractions as essential for this to be achieved 


Again, musicians in this study described either a passive or an active role for 
themselves in this—for instance “the music will work itself,” or “steering” the 
whole. The example below shows a passive account on this theme: 


You know you always do your best soloing in the, fourth set of a gig when you’re ((yeh)) absolutely 
knackered and you don’t care anymore and that’s sorta when you, you kind of let go ((yeh)) and then 
y-you kind of get that sort of em (.) how d’you call it? Sort of a stream of consciousness, that’s, you 
know ((uhuh) your technique and all your practice and everything sort of, goes into autopilot and 
((yeh)) it lets it happen. So (.) in that sense I’m trying not to think when I play but, if you try not to 
think, you think about trying not think and it’s like [laughs] Catch 22. 


This account of good improvising features relaxation (“don’t care,” “kind of 
let go”), no sense of effort or conscious thought (“trying not to think”) and might 
be taken as a typical account of the transcendental state outlined by Kenny and 
Gellrich (2002). In regard to being focused “in the present,” however, he uses 
James’s (1890) phrase “stream of consciousness,” illustrating that the vocabulary 
for these descriptions comes from somewhere. There was in fact a recurrence of 
psychological or new age terminology in these interviews when describing how 
group improvisation occurs, including references to “an altered state,” “nirvana,” 
and indeed “flow” itself; the phrases “in the present” or “in the moment” were 
common to several interviews. Popular anecdotes or myths about iconic figures 
offer another resource. The claim at the start of extract 4 to “do your best soloing 
in the fourth set of a gig” paraphrases Miles Davis describing his band (Davis 
and Troupe 1990). 

This transcendental account of improvising experience, then, represents a 
discourse, and it is treated as such by the interviewee here. In the first four 
sentences, the impersonal form is used—“you”—functioning to site these ideas 
in the common domain of jazz musicians. It is implied that a description of 
improvising familiar to all jazz musicians is being reported by the speaker, his 


authority to do so underlined by use of the extreme case formulations 
(Pomerantz 1986) “always do your best” and “absolutely knackered.” Having 
established this, he positions himself as one who experiences this (a jazz 
musician) in the last sentence, with a return to the first person “I.” Furthermore, 
the affirmations of uncertainty preceding “stream of consciousness” (“kind of 
get that sort of em, how d’you call it? sort of”), signal this item of psychological 
jargon as a conscious borrowing of terminology, not part of everyday language. 
He is therefore treating his state while improvising as consistent with an 
externally available concept. The transcendental account functions as a 
commonplace and an external repertoire for the interviewee for him to position 
himself in relation to. 


IMPROVISING MUSICIANS BEYOND JAZZ 


We have seen that, when they talk about improvisation, jazz musicians use 
discourse to invite or counter particular versions of themselves and their 
improvising. However, these studies did not clarify whether this use of discourse 
represented simply a feature of a narrow professional milieu, or conservatoire 
culture. There was therefore a need to explore further how other musicians’ 
modes of talking about themselves might relate to their musical practice. In 
particular we sought to answer whether the talk of jazz musicians about 
improvising represents a professional rather than a musical discourse (Wilson 
and MacDonald 2012). 

Since improvisation takes place in other forms than jazz, we approached an 
ensemble in which both authors played that drew players from a wide range of 
backgrounds. This ensemble is dedicated to free improvisation, a growing 
movement eschewing genre parameters in the interests of maximizing 
innovation in music. By interviewing ten members of this ensemble (including 
male and female players) about improvising and their playing in the ensemble, 
we were able to look beyond specifically jazz practice to musicians from 
different “scenes.” We anticipated that if jazz talk constitutes a particular 
professional discourse, there should be an observable difference in these 
musicians’ discourse from those in our previous studies. Furthermore, these 
interviewees were able to reflect on a body of musical experience shared with 
each other. However, we recognized the likely influence on the data of the 
interviewer being a fellow ensemble member. 

Some themes in the improvisers’ talk were similar to what we had observed 


with jazz musicians (MacDonald and Wilson 2005). For instance, the 
interviewees described tension between self-expression and awareness of what 
the group was doing while improvising together, and emphasized the importance 
of social interaction to the group’s success: 


... Usually you sort of come out and at the end of it and it’s, you feel better sometimes, you know 
you’ve got something out of your system, you know, in a way that’s sort of fine, and then we all go for 
a drink in the State Bar 


However, discursive features were observable around the use of the mastery 
and mystery repertoires, and they were distinct from jazz musicians’ interviews. 
As before, we saw irony applied to naive versions of improvising where identity 
as a trained musician was being worked up. For instance, in the quote below, the 
speaker takes the position of a “reader” in relation to the unskilled improvising 
by referring to it as “messing.” 


... | don’t like to see people messing [laughs] I suppose like messing around and things they can’t 
play, do you know? [uh-huh] do you know what I mean, and I know there are people who mightn’t be 
able to read music or (.) that’s not what I mean, you know it’s just that I think that what makes it is 
that all, all of us in GIO [Glasgow Improvisers Orchestra] are highly skilled on our instruments, and I 
don’t think, and I think that anybody who’s not, will find it very hard to improvise. 


The discourse functions for the speaker’s assertion that naiveté is not 
consistent with trained identity. The speaker also has to attend to the possible 
reading of a slight against fellow band members, so is also careful to make a 
rhetorical assertion that everyone must be skilled, otherwise they would be 
unable to improvise. 

However, elsewhere there was no ironic marking around the adoption of 
mystery repertoire, while mastery could be disparaged. For instance, in the 
following example, mystery is endorsed over mastery: 


... For me it’s about not having the either the learning or the time spent studying this instrument that 
allows it to be quite a blank canvas... I imagine for some people improvisation is based on a 
knowledge of what different combinations of notes um chords and scales can be, whereas it’s not for 
me. 


Using “I imagine” implies that skill or facility with “notes, chords, and scales” 
associated with improvisation by “some people” is not something the speaker 
needs to be familiar with or understand to enable his own practice of 
improvisation. Instead he privileges an unproblematic version of self as someone 
with no learning or studying who was therefore able to operate creatively as a 
“blank canvas,” that is, specifically because of a lack of mastery. Repertoire use 
is in this sense distinct from what we saw among jazz musicians, suggesting that 


our earlier studies tapped into a particular professional discourse or 
conservatoire culture. Among improvising musicians who do not share the same 
working environment and practices, repertoires of mastery and mystery are 
recognized but oriented to in a different way. 


IMPROVISATION, HEALTH, AND WELLBEING 


Our research on jazz musicians and improvisers has highlighted what we 
understand as professional discourse; that is, ways and means of interacting with 
others who share identity as people who make a living to some extent from 
improvising music together, and therefore have a stake in demonstrating 
expertise or ownership of the processes involved. However, we have argued 
above that improvisation needs to be considered beyond such narrow 
professional milieus, and other work has considered how other individuals 
account for improvising in music. 

The relationship between musical improvisation and health is one such area 
that has received growing research attention in recent years. Music’s curative 
and therapeutic value has been written about by musicians, therapists, 
philosophers, and other artists and scholars, and they have documented its 
physical, mental, and social effects in writing from as early as 4000 BC to the 
present (MacDonald, Kreutz et al. 2012). From a contemporary perspective, 
music therapists have been researching and delivering therapeutic music 
interventions within a vast range of clinical settings since the early 20th century 
(Bunt and Hoskyns 2002). Central to this work has been the importance of 
musical improvisation within the various uses of music for therapeutic purposes 
(Wigram 2004; Wigram 2007). Charlie Parker’s famous quote, “If you don’t live 
it, it won’t come out of your horn” (Reisner and Cruse 1977), has often been 
used to help illuminate the hedonistic lifestyle of many jazz greats; however, it 
also signals the reciprocal and inextricable relationship between improvisation 
and wider social, cultural, and psychological variables. This link is complex and 
multifaceted and is undoubtedly a central component of why music has been 
implicated as a therapeutic agent in many contemporary research studies. 

Improvisation can facilitate the sharing of emotions, intentions, and meanings 
even though spoken languages may be mutually incomprehensible (Miell, 
MacDonald et al. 2005). Improvisation can also be a lifeline to human 
interaction when communication through spoken language is not possible. For 
example, individuals who may have difficulty communicating verbally for 


various reasons (depression, psychosis, grief, etc.) can be helped to engage in an 
important clinical relationship that has musical improvisation at its core. These 
individuals will be encouraged to express important feelings, through developing 
a Clinical relationship with a music therapist that can have significant positive 
benefits. In these, and other, instances improvisation can produce powerful 
physical effects and deep and profound emotions, and these effects can be 
harnessed for therapeutic purposes in the appropriate context. Although many 
authors have speculated about the parallels between music and spoken language 
(Cross 2005), the powerful therapeutic potential of improvisation relies upon the 
observation that music (and therefore improvisation) is a separate channel of 
communication, quite distinct from verbal communication. 

The profession of music therapy is predicated upon a sensitive and highly 
nuanced understanding of the process of musical communication, of which 
improvisation is possibly the most important component from a therapeutic 
perspective. The emotional and social importance of music has emerged as a key 
theme in music psychology research, and this work has also fueled heightened 
interest in the relationship between improvisation and health and wellbeing. For 
example, the earliest communication between a parent and a child can be viewed 
as both musical and improvisatory (Trevarthen 2002). Improvisation therefore 
plays an important role in the earliest and most important bonding relationship of 
our lives—that with our parents. The patterns of interaction that take place 
during these early months may influence how we relate to people for the rest of 
our lives, and improvisation is therefore a fundamental part of our developing 
personality. 

One reason for this growing recognition of the potential benefits of music 
interventions in the general population, irrespective of the individual level of 
musical training, is the considerable advance in research that investigates the 
benefits of music on various health measures (Wosch and Wigram 2007). 
Indeed, in recent years there have been an increasing number of studies that 
investigate the relationship between music, wellbeing, and health. Importantly, 
this heightened interest is influenced by developments in research methodologies 
(qualitative and quantitative) in many contexts including laboratory, clinical, 
educational, and community settings. Research into the relationship between 
musical improvisation, health, and wellbeing necessitates novel approaches from 
across the academic spectrum including arts and humanities as well as the social 
and natural sciences (Pothoulaki, MacDonald et al. 2012). From engineers 
endeavoring to develop new technology to help individuals with physical 
disabilities explore their creativity, to music graduates seeking to use their skills 
and training within a community music context, through to neurologists trying to 


locate particular parts of the brain utilized in improvisation, innovative 
approaches are shedding light upon the processes and outcomes of musical 
improvisation within a health and wellbeing context. 

What is understood now as a multidisciplinary interest in the relationship 
between music health and wellbeing has captured the public imagination, as well 
as sparking a wealth of academic research (Cassidy and Macdonald 2010). 
Witness the huge growth in community music (e.g., drumming groups, singing 
groups, writing groups, etc.). As well as singing now being viewed as more 
accessible than in previous times, many community singing groups explicitly 
state that the health benefits of community singing are a primary reason for 
participation (Clift 2012). 

One particular research project that utilized both improvisation and music 
therapy approaches was an in-depth investigation of the psychological processes 
involved in an improvisational music therapy program with cancer patients 
(Pothoulaki, MacDonald et al. 2012). Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 
(IPA) was employed as a theoretical and methodological framework for the 
analysis of semi-structured interviews with nine participants. IPA, as a 
theoretical approach to psychological research, differs from discourse analysis in 
that it prioritizes the lived experience of the participants. IPA usually focuses 
upon experiences of some personal significance—such as a major life event, or 
the development of an important relationship. It has its theoretical origins in 
phenomenology and hermeneutics, and key ideas from Husserl, Heidegger, and 
Merleau-Ponty are often cited (Smith, Larkin et al. 2009). By contrast, discourse 
analysis has as its focus the underlying social structures, which may be assumed 
or played out within conversation or text. It concerns the sorts of tools and 
Strategies people use when engaged in communication, such as slowing one’s 
speech for emphasis, use of metaphors, choice of particular words to display 
affect, and so on (Potter and Wetherell 1987). Recurrent themes within the IPA 
study linked the specific experience of improvisation with facilitating peer 
support and group interaction, increasing self-confidence, relaxation, the 
generation of positive feelings, stress relief, and feelings of enhanced 
communication through music. 

As in other studies, improvisation is accounted for as a social and 
interpersonal phenomenon. However, a particular feature of this study was the 
crucial role claimed for improvisation in facilitating or enhancing self- 
expression for the participants during a very difficult period in their lives. Some 
participants understood this positive effect to have occurred because the music 
played was qualitatively distinct from verbal communication: 


Yes. Well, we can all communicate (.) at the same time (.) by playing an instrument whereas if you are 
verbally communicating you cannot all talk at the same time, whereas we can all play a tune and all be 
heard at the same time. And then if you hear someone, you can pick up their rhythm and you can join 
in as well or maybe pick up someone else and join in with them. So, everybody is playing a tune and 
everybody is communicating and you can pick, (.) you know, certain tunes or sounds (.) or rhythms if 
you like and join in with the other person. 


This participant refers to the distinctiveness of musical communication and 
interaction. Musical improvisation is an easier mode of interaction for her 
because it allows a freedom of expression without expectations. Communication 
through music does not require politeness or following certain rules in order to 
make a “good” impression on other people; there are no skills to be learnt prior 
to participation. The extract above highlights a widespread experience among 
these interviewees that improvisation can be experienced as facilitating freedom 
of communication because everyone can join in at the same time, as opposed to 
the distinct turn-taking of verbal communication. Overall, most participants 
reported that they felt more liberated in expressing themselves musically using 
improvisation. This way of communication did not have any “norms” or limits 
and provoked participants to respond in any way they felt like. 

In all statements provided it was evident that participants acknowledged the 
differences between verbal and musical communication. They also indicated that 
the freedom involved in musical improvisation was the most important reason 
why they felt more comfortable communicating musically rather than verbally. 


It just makes you feel good, it makes you feel happy, to know that you can be in tune with someone else 
(.), you know, it just does, it makes you feel better(.) in yourself. 


This participant viewed the activity as something that brought her in touch 
with, and unified her with, the rest of the group. She felt happy because this 
activity provided her with a form of communication with the rest of the group 
that would be perhaps difficult for her to achieve in a different way. She 
experienced this as some sort of “mystical” communication where words were 
not enough to describe what every person was experiencing at that particular 
time. She felt satisfied and happy with herself and with this kind of 
communication because she felt connected to her group members. It was as if the 
“joining” of tunes represented some sort of underlying “understanding” between 
participants. 

This study highlighted a number of key benefits connected with improvisation 
in music therapy for patients with cancer. But significantly in relation to what we 
have seen with jazz musicians, improvisation was endorsed by these patients 
because it is not like conversation, and is neither mysterious nor dependent on 


mastery. Away from the professional milieu, then, a different discourse prevails 
around improvisation. In this version of musical interaction one does not need to 
adhere to the same rules as verbal communication; and empowerment is 
associated not with having the requisite technique or distinctive ability to 
communicate, but with feeling free to enjoy participation, whatever that may 
consist of. 

Related to health and wellbeing implications, there is also particular 
educational potential in utilizing improvisation within broader teaching contexts. 
Rose (2012) presents an analysis of improvisatory practices in ten world-leading, 
expert improvisers from Europe and North America and notes that the key 
features of improvisation could be utilized within a mainstream educational 
context to help children and adults explore their creativity and develop new 
skills. MacGlone (2013) highlights the importance of working within a 
supportive social environment for the development of specific improvisational 
skills. 


UNIQUE FEATURES OF IMPROVISATION? 


We started this chapter from an observation that radically different accounts of 
musical improvisation crop up in social and cultural contexts. In the chip shop, 
RM anticipated that the improvisation he practices would or should be 
understood as “unlistenable”; in relation to this, Connolly positioned it as 
something commandeered by jazz “bastards,” the pair thereby negotiating a 
communal account for that context. We have seen that jazz musicians can 
selectively align themselves with either the Barenboim or Wonka conceptions of 
improvisation, but that other improvisers seem to recognize what they do neither 
as high art nor a parlor trick, instead experiencing a social vehicle for self- 
expression. If improvisation can have so many meanings, it may be wondered if 
there is anything to be gained by studying it. Indeed much of the struggle to 
arrive at a definitive version of improvisation, or to limit its consideration to 
certain canonical practice, may arise from concern that it is otherwise too 
overwhelming or vague to contemplate. 

Recognizing the diversity in accounts of improvisation is not necessarily a 
descent into relativism. Qualitative enquiry suggests four broad characteristics of 
musical improvisation: we argue that improvisation is unique as a social, 
spontaneous, creative, and accessible artistic practice. Social, in the sense that 
group improvisation involves the creation of music through the idiosyncratic 


contributions of two or more individuals, each interpreting and musically 
responding to the playing of the other(s). Any individual musical contribution is 
impromptu and is tailored to or dependent on the sounds, rhythms, and tonalities 
heard from accompanying musicians (Bastien and Hostager 1988; Mazzola and 
Cherlin 2009). Since all have input into the overall sound—into what gets played 
and how—the creativity in improvisation can best be seen as essentially social, 
rather than being attributable to or located within a single individual. 
Improvisation can be seen as spontaneous in that it is created as it is being 
played through moment-by-moment responses to immediate musical contexts, 
without players seeking to replicate exactly what they or others might have 
played at an earlier date, though they may be elaborating and modifying an 
earlier performance as mentioned above. We would argue that the process is 
unquestionably creative in that improvising musicians produce novel music, 
within or beyond genre parameters, that may be similar to, but have substantive 
differences from, any previous musical performances. It is also, crucially, 
accessible. Improvisation is a process that everybody can engage in; we are all 
musical improvisers at some level. 

Only by acknowledging the last of these qualities alongside the others (which 
we are not the first to point out) can we make sense of the myriad conceptions of 
improvisation. By seeking to analyze its practice in the broadest manifestations 
we can make progress in our growing understanding of musical creativity. This 
is an exciting prospect for theorists and researchers. While improvisation is a 
ubiquitous musical practice, it is undoubtedly under-researched (Rose 2012; 
MacGlone 2013). Moreover, it is our contention that a multidisciplinary 
approach, incorporating psychological and musicological elements as a key 
foundation, will significantly enhance understanding of improvisation as a 
crucial creative process within the landscape of contemporary music. 

Victor Hugo’s observation that “music expresses that which cannot be put into 
words and cannot remain silent” highlights both the power of music and the 
paradox of trying to write about music (Hugo 1864). Specifically, any book 
about musical improvisation is trying to translate into words a process in which 
the fundamental characteristics are non-verbal. Regardless of this paradox, we 
believe our qualitative research shows that there is much to be gained from 
studying attempts to translate into words the relationships that exist between 
musical improvisation and wider psychological and social constructs (Wilson 
and MacDonald 2012). Moreover, an understanding of the process and outcomes 
of musical improvisation is of vital importance if we are to further our 
knowledge about the centrality of music within contemporary culture. Music is 
always about more than just acoustic events or notes on a page. Its universal and 


timeless potential to influence how we think and feel and make sense of the 
world around us makes the study of how we understand its components, among 
which improvisation is fundamental, an important and rewarding area for 
investigation. 
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CHAPTER 5 


A COMPUTATIONALLY MOTIVATED APPROACH 
TO COGNITION STUDIES IN IMPROVISATION 


BRIAN MAGERKO 


THE field of interactive narrative is a computationally motivated field that aims 
to create story-rich experiences that allow human interactors to take part and, in 
most cases, directly influence how the story unfolds. J. H. Murray famously used 
Star Trek’s holodeck as an ultimate example of the kind of experience that 
researchers in the field strive for; experiences in the fictional virtual world of the 
holodeck are typically story-driven and are easily adapted to any choices the 
human interactors make.! AI-based approaches have explored how to represent 
computationally the procedural aspects of making interactive stories.* In other 
words, they have investigated how to logically represent story elements, how to 
heuristically mediate between a human interactor’s actions and pre-authored 
story elements, and even how to generate new stories that have not been 
explicitly pre-authored. 

Though the field of interactive narrative has without a doubt blossomed over 
the past two decades, the path to finding the holodeck has been circuitous. The 
field has settled into a steady state of computational formalisms that are not the 
clear silver bullet needed to achieve our goals. Most new systems are iterations 
on formalisms developed in the 1990s, such as drama managers that control a 
digital character’s behaviors, or planning algorithms that can generate a story 
based on a representation of story events as planning operators.*? The current 
best-practice approach is to author copious amounts of content and procedural 
knowledge that provide a structured way for a user to navigate through that 
knowledge (e.g., Facade or Prom Week).4 This approach—and the formalisms 
previously described—could very well be the right one in the end for creating 
large interactive narrative experiences, but this simply has not yet been 
determined. 


Further complicating a view of the field is the existence of real-world 
analogues to computational interactive narrative approaches that approach the 
kind of holodeck-like interactive, story-rich experiences that are the field’s goal. 
Domains like improvisational theater, live action roleplay (LARP), and tabletop 
roleplay provide clear examples of story systems that provide a high degree of 
interactivity, creativity, and agency for the people participating in them. These 
real-world systems allow participants to interact with characters, either real or 
imaginary, in a fictional world that involves a discernable story that is either 
managed and directed by a central figure (e.g., the dungeon master in a tabletop 
roleplaying session) or emerges holistically based on the decisions made in real 
time by the participants (e.g., a scene in an improvised theater performance). 

Building computational representations of these real-world analogues has 
proved to be challenging. These real-world interactive narrative experiences rely 
heavily on human knowledge of narrative—how to order events causally and 
temporally so that they flow sensibly; what makes an interesting story; 
prototypical characters and conflicts; a sense of the dramatic, the comic, the 
ironic, the tragic, and so on. Reasoning about narrative is something that comes 
naturally to people; it has been argued to be a core representation for how we 
cognitively store our experiences in the world.° The field of narratology attempts 
to codify the knowledge that comes so readily to the average person, such as a 
formal understanding of plot, characters, narrating a story, and conflict. 
However, rarely are the fruits of this dedicated field formal or specific enough to 
directly represent computationally. Several systems in the interactive community 
have attempted to use formal representations from the literature, but with limited 
success.° The main lesson from these efforts is that computationally representing 
narrative processes is a very difficult task because we simply do not understand 
them well enough. 

As though the formal representation of narrative were not enough of an 
obstacle (e.g., note the lack of professional computer novelists to date), the 
addition of interactivity into a computational narrative makes for an even more 
complex system. As opposed to only having to author stories from logical 
representations of story elements, interactive narrative systems also have to 
present a mixed-initiative (i.e., involving both intelligent agents and humans) 
system that allow the human(s) and agents to participate in a story together. A 
typical approach to creating such experiences involves computational knowledge 
in the form of story snippets (e.g., plot points, beats, or vignettes) that can be 
combined in appropriate ways depending on the human’s actions or procedural 
knowledge that allow primitive knowledge to be applied in the story 


construction process. Both of these approaches rely on privileged information on 
the part of the computer. In other words, the space of the stories to be 
experienced is predetermined to be bounded by whatever special story content 
has been given to the machine (as opposed to bounded by the knowledge bases 
of the entities involved, an approach that does not involve predetermined story 
content for a particular scene). This authoring adds more structured content that 
can be used to shape a mixed-initiative interactive narrative experience, but at 
the cost of spontaneity and user agency. 

A potential solution to creating mixed-initiative systems that do not sacrifice 
spontaneity or user agency is to focus on the concept of co-creation. In other 
words, instead of authoring privileged information that the computer is deciding 
how to let the human user access, systems can be created with the goal of having 
knowledge and processes that are equivalent to the humans that will interact with 
it. This focus on equality in knowledge and processes assumes that systems with 
equal knowledge and control can collaboratively contribute to the process of 
creating a story as it unfolds, rather than the process being dominated by the 
preconceived notions of one of the entities involved. The difference between 
these approaches is synonymous to two improvisational actors doing a scene. In 
one example, Actor A has a list of specific characters, story events, and conflicts 
in her head that she chooses from when interacting with Actor B. The only 
stories that can be told are specifically related to the structures in Actor A’s 
mind, even if Actor B has other ideas about what the scene should be like. Actor 
A will either dominate the improvised scene or the scene will flounder because 
Actor B’s actions do not work well with Actor A’s preconceptions. Conversely, 
if neither actor has these preconceived concepts that drive their decisions, both 
actors will create a story that is constrained only by their shared knowledge 
about the world, though perhaps at the cost of a weaker structure—improvising 
scenes in this manner typically yields simpler stories than well-planned, 
authored, and edited stories. 

The main issue with creating mixed initiative, co-creative computational 
systems is that there is very little understanding about the related processes and 
knowledge. We have a vague understanding of how to represent story elements 
well (e.g., beats, plans, autonomous agents with beliefs, desires, and intentions, 
etc.), but little to no knowledge about the practice of co-creating these elements 
from basic knowledge about the world or the tacit knowledge employed by 
expert humans in the real world, like “dungeon masters” and improvisational 
actors. The hypothesis that drives the Digital Improv Project at the Georgia 
Institute of Technology is that if we can understand the knowledge and processes 
involved in the real-world co-creation of stories, we can perhaps better 


understand the formalisms needed to create computational analogues of those 
processes and knowledge. 

The Digital Improv Project examines improvisational theater (improv) as an 
exemplar of story co-creation. Improv theater often involves the creation of short 
scenes that tell a story based on (a) the initial constraints of the scene and (b) the 
knowledge bases of the actors involved. The constraints for an improvised scene 
typically take the form of functional constraints (e.g., “you are only allowed to 
say sentences that are questions”) and content constraints (e.g., “this scene is 
about two plumbers in the woods”). The fact that improv is a performance 
domain is crucial to its relevance to story co-creation. There are no story 
structures that have been predetermined by the actors for a given scene (they do, 
however, have knowledge about scenes they have performed in previously 
canonical character prototypes, tacit expert improv knowledge, etc.). Therefore, 
any story elements that are part of a scene are completely negotiated on stage as 
part of the performance. This means that if we as researchers can better 
understand the knowledge and _ processes involved in_ that joint 
negotiation/construction procedure, we can potentially build formal systems that 
can engage in those same procedures. 

The Digital Improv Project is at this writing in the third year of a multiyear 
study focused on learning about improvisation and cognition, and building 
systems based on that understanding. We have engaged in the process of 
studying expert improvisational actors from the Atlanta area in laboratory 
settings, as well as during actual performances. We have employed retrospective 
protocol and group interview techniques within the laboratory setting and 
semistructured interviews after professional performances. The collected data 
has been analyzed using a methodology based on grounded theory, allowing the 
data to drive our conclusions rather than analyzing the data based on 
preconceived hypotheses. 

The final result of our analysis should be a formal representation that allows 
us to build a computational model of improvisation. However, multiple forms of 
cognition are heavily intermixed in improvisational performance—it is not as 
“simple” as discerning the cognition involved in more common cognitive 
psychology domains of study, like solving algebra problems or even the complex 
task of directing air traffic.’ In other words, there is so much going on during an 
improvised scene that it is difficult to build a large system directly from our 
observations of the data. 

In order to help make sense of our data from studying improvisational theater 
and cognition, we have coupled the empirical approach of studying humans with 
the formal creation of computational systems. The knowledge gained from our 


data-driven analysis has been used to drive the construction of micro-agents, 
small AI systems that help explore the formal representations of specific aspects 


of our findings.® The creation of these micro-agents allows us to 


1. Test the formality of our findings. If the findings are at the appropriate level 
of representation, they should be computationally feasible. If we cannot 
represent an aspect of our findings, then our understanding of the data (or, 
conversely, the data we collected) is not rich enough, which points to more 
detailed analysis and potentially more data collection. 

2. Force media-related issues with improvisational agents into the 
foreground. Even if we do completely understand the knowledge and 
processes involved in improvisational theater, we do not necessarily 
understand how to build agents that can be present in a virtual theater that 
humans can watch and comprehend or even improvise with as readily as 
with the real-world counterpart. By building micro-agents, we are forced to 
consider issues like agent embodiment, appropriate interaction modalities, 
and communication—issues that are relevant to the specific phenomenon 
the micro-agents are meant to explore—before we build more complex 
agents to interact with. 

3. Validate our findings. If our analyses based on empirically collected data 
are valid, then the agents we build should exhibit the appropriate behaviors 
as judged by human improvisers. The creation of agents that represent an 
interactive formalization of our findings allows us to verify that we have 
approximately correct conclusions based on the quality of the interactions 
the subsequent agents provide. 


The approach described leads to a cyclic methodology that, to our knowledge, 
is unique in the field of interactive narrative and improvisational studies. We 
study human improvisers, analyze the data with grounded theory, reach bottom- 
up/data-driven formal descriptions of some aspect of improvisation, and then 
represent that understanding in an interactive system. This interactive system is 
used both to help determine the quality of our data and to serve as an input into 
another round of data collection and analysis. As micro-agents are built, they 
help us understand the holes in our data, thus leading to further analysis or more 
data collection to support a particular line of investigation, which cyclically 
leads to the construction of more complex agents, and so forth. 

This approach to computational validation is not wholly new. The cognitive 
modeling community employs models, typically built with a cognitive 
architecture (i.e., a programming substrate that provides psychologically inspired 


constraints on how knowledge is obtained, represented, processed, and acted on), 
as a means of validating their hypotheses about human cognition. An ideal 
approach to cognitive modeling is as follows. A researcher has a theory about 
some aspect of human cognition, represents that theory as a computational 
cognitive model, and then designs an experiment that both humans and the 
cognitive model can be run in. If the model produces similar results to the 
human participants, then the hypothesis that drove the creation of the model is 
likely to be a valid one. Our approach differs in that we do not have a hypothesis 
a priori driving the construction of our systems before we study people—our 
field of study is too complex. As mentioned earlier, improvisational theater is 
too overly complex a domain to have a single clear hypothesis that drives the 
construction of a computational model. This necessitates a grounded theory/data- 
driven approach. The involvement of computational modeling post hoc serves as 
an admittedly biased means of formally validating our findings, but it fits well 
with the notion of computation both informing more complex analyses and 
serving as a test for the rigor of conclusions drawn from the empirically 
collected human data. 

Another advantage of the micro-agent approach to developing interactive 
narrative systems—particularly ones based on human data—is that it encourages 
rapid development and single-use agents. Any agent we build early on in the 
work is unlikely to be a complex, working improvisational system, but rather 
some barely nontrivial representative of the space in our data we are exploring. 
We have developed very simple micro-agents, such as one that does the simple 
task of interjecting obstacles into a scene to keep an agent from reaching its goal, 
that can provide valuable lessons about how to build the next, more complex 
agent. Consequently, we are comfortable with building micro-agents with the 
explicit intent of “throwing them away” to make way for the next round of more 
complex agents. This leads to a tight coupling between the study of 
improvisation cognition and the construction of computational approaches to 
digital improv. Neither part—the study of people nor the building of Al—can 
exist adequately without the other as part of this cyclic process. The study is 
needed to inform the computation, and the computation is needed to clarify the 
understandings from the study. Computation is used as a lens for empiricism; we 
learn by building things. This cyclic relationship is unique within the fields of 
interactive narrative and improvisational agents research. 

We initially created a simple computational agent (see Figure 5.1) that 
presented a character prototype (i.e., a canonical representation of a character, 
like cowboy or alien) based on the given prototype’s fuzzy, non-Boolean 
membership in different attribute sets (e.g., a ninja is 0.9 a member of quiet, 0.2 


a member of hungry, and a full 1 member of lethal).9 The design and 
development of this agent informed us on (a) how to represent characters that are 
not 100% one thing or another (which maps well onto our collected data and 
mirrors George Lakoff’s description of how humans categorize elements in the 
world)!° and (b) how to portray those characters. This micro-agent was never 
used again; its code was discarded in lieu of building a more complex system 
that combined our findings on how improvisers build shared mental models.!! 
This resulting system, called Party Quirks, focused very specifically on how 
improvisers negotiate the specifics of which actor is portraying which character 
on stage. 

The Party Quirks prototype!* (see Figure 5.2) is the first tangible, usable 
improv agent-based system to come out of the Digital Improv Project. It presents 
a canonical improv game (of the same name) that involves three guests at a party 
that another improviser is hosting. Each guest has a special “quirk” assigned to 
him or her beforehand (typically known to everyone in the room but the host), 
which the host is supposed to guess through their interactions at the party. This 
game was chosen because it very specifically involves actors reaching a shared 
understanding about characters that are being portrayed. There is very little 
concept of story in a typical Party Quirks scene, which made it ideal for our 
bottom-up approach of building more complex agents based on our lessons 
learned from simpler ones. 


Slet Character 
Interestingness J ———_——_—_——————— 


O: 10: 20 <0" 40: 290) 60: 2702 80: 290 2100 


© Opposing © Borrowing © Caricature 


Generate Character 


FIGURE 5.1 Screenshot from Initial Character Portrayal Micro-Agent. 


Anne, are you 
very greedy? 


No. Here, let me pay for that. 


FIGURE 5.2 Screenshot of the Party Quirks System Being Played. 


Since we had a complete experience built based on our findings on character 
portrayal and shared mental models, this allowed us to engage in a high-level 
verification of the approach. The Party Quirks system was submitted to the 2011 
Chicago Improv Festival as a regular troupe entry. Based on an evaluation by the 
judges of the festival, the system was accepted as a regular participant of the 
festival. While this kind of evaluation is extremely high-level, it does provide 
validation that we have built a usable system based on the empirical study of 
humans that is accepted by a top-level improv community. Users subsequently 
evaluated the interface and user experience at public demo sessions. 

The development of Party Quirks has informed our future work in multiple 
ways. First, it has provided evidence for the kind of environment that works well 
to date for presenting and interacting with our agents (the virtual stage seen in 

). Second, it has informed our future development practices in terms of 
building agents that reason about the kinds of knowledge we employ (e.g., fuzzy 
concepts and shared mental models). This has allowed us to build a Java 
interface class to deal with reasoning about prototypes, attribute membership, 


and the process of building shared mental models. This interface can be reused 
from system to system in the future and changed as our understanding of 
improvisational theater matures. Third, our approach to defining characters in 
terms of fuzzy membership of attributes has been extrapolated to a larger model 
of the core elements of a scene (also known as the scene’s platform): the scene’s 
characters, the relationship between those characters, the joint activity they are 
engaged in, and the location of the scene. This step is the project’s first foray 
into formal representations of narrative concepts (specifically the introduction of 
a scene). 

The evolution from simple micro-agents to a working Party Quirks prototype 
to our current formulation that includes fuzzy concepts, shared mental models, 
and scene introductions has been key in our growing understanding of the 
complexity involved in humans improvising a scene and the subsequent 
computational formalisms necessary to do similar things on a virtual stage. It 
would be highly improbable that we would have come to the conclusions we 
have about how improvisers construct a scene without traversing the cyclic path 
of data collection/analysis/micro-agents/data collection/analysis. An inspection 
of our early work on narrative, which is too abstract to formalize because it 
lacked a proper grounding in the appropriate knowledge representations, reflects 
the kind of work that can be done without the mixed empiricism/computation 


cycle.'* We anticipate that the future of this work will continue with this 
computationally motivated cycle, and we have no reason to conclude that it will 
yield anything except a deeper understanding of human improvisers and their 
computational analogues. It is our hope that this novel approach to interactive 
narrative will yield a deeper understanding of real-world interactive narrative 
domains, like improvisational theater, and will elicit novel computational 
approaches to the field. 
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CHAPTER 6 


A CONSCIOUSNESS-BASED LOOK AT 
SPONTANEOUS CREATIVITY 


ED SARATH 


RECENT years have seen an increased interest in what psychologists have termed 
“peak experiences” or “flow” as not only instances of optimal performance, but 
also as preliminary, if ephemeral, glimpses of higher stages of human 
development.! Prominent features of such experiences include heightened 
clarity, self-awareness, mind-body coordination, well-being, noetic sense, ease 
of execution of tasks, transformation of time perception, and communion with 
surroundings. While jazz musicians’ reports of these experiences, as invoked in 
the course of improvised performance, are among the most vivid in the literature, 
investigation of mechanisms by which improvisation might elicit such 
experiences has largely eluded the gaze of jazz researchers. Elsewhere I have 
proposed what appears to be one of the first such attempts,* and in this chapter I 
further that work in hopes of not only illuminating important aspects of 
improvisation, but the nature of consciousness as well. While my focus will tend 
toward improvisation in music, important ramifications extend from this work to 
improvisatory creativity and the improvisation-time-consciousness relationship 
as these may manifest across a wide range of fields. 

I begin with correlations between temporal experience and consciousness, 
showing that heightened or transcendent experience opens up a wider and more 
fluid temporal landscape than that which is available in what is termed “ordinary 
consciousness.” I then distinguish between improvisation and composition as 
contrasting, temporally mediated pathways to transcendent experience, thus 
allowing for a more nuanced understanding not only of the time-composition 
relationship but of improvisatory and compositional creativity as well. Taking 
issue with conventional tendencies to view improvisation as an accelerated 
subspecies of composition, I propose that the two processes differ more 


fundamentally in the realm of time conception, and thus they differ not only in 
degree (speed) but also in kind (temporal directionality). The point is not to pit 
one process against one another, but to achieve a greater understanding that 
illuminates how they work in tandem to uphold a creative palette whose richness 
may exceed what is conventionally thought. 

I close with reflections on how the improvisation-time-transcendence 
relationship may contribute to our understanding of human consciousness. I 
introduce the idea of an “improvisatory hermeneutics” that entails sustaining an 
improvisatory sensibility in the process of inquiry. This practice renders 
investigators receptive to, yet also uniquely capable of, critically assessing the 
anomalous findings and possibilities that are inherent to creative inquiry and 
innovation across fields. 


THE TIME-CONSCIOUSNESS RELATIONSHIP 


The close link between time and consciousness is perhaps most clearly 
elucidated when distinguishing between temporal experience in ordinary and 
heightened states of consciousness. But first let us lay preliminary groundwork 
by differentiating between several accounts of consciousness in order to gain a 
clearer sense of the meaning of this term. Dualism, commonly attributed to the 
work of René Descartes, holds that mind and body are separate. The biologist 
Stephen Jay Gould’s contention that science and religion represent “non- 
overlapping magisteria” is a more recent articulation of a dualist premise.* As 
advances in the neurosciences in the latter part of the 20th century revealed 
increasingly intimate links between subjective experience and neurobiological 
activity, formidable challenges were posed to the dualist perspective that 
rendered many thinkers inclined toward materialism, one form or another of 
which tends to prevail in academic philosophy-of-mind circles. Materialism may 
be seen to encompass two general platforms. Reductionism holds that mind or 
consciousness is entirely reducible to a physical substrate. This is exemplified in 
Francis Crick’s proclamation that “you, your joys and sorrows, your memories 
and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and free will, are in fact no 
more than the behavior of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated 
molecules.” And issuing the ultimate materialist coup de grdce, he concludes: 
“You are nothing but a pack of neurons.”* Epiphenomenalism, a more moderate 
materialist perspective, views consciousness as not reducible to, but rather an 


emergent byproduct of, that substrate.° 


Of particular concern to the present discussion is an integral account of 
consciousness that shares materialism’s embrace of the inextricable link between 
body and mind but situates that relationship in a vastly expanded framework in 
which consciousness, not matter, is primary. A growing body of empirical 
findings are indicative of nonlocal, physically transcendent, intersubjective 
dimensions of consciousness that, while short of offering definitive proof for the 
integral vantage point, suggest far stronger support for something in that 
direction than the materialist competitors to which it issues near-fatal challenges. 
Of particular relevance to the present discussion are findings that are suggestive 
of intersubjective consciousness, or collective mind, as these may provide 
corroborating evidence for the idea that improvisers’ reports of collective 
merging in peak performance may be understood as more than metaphorical 
musing, but in fact as ontologically veridical. We will take this point up further 
later.® 

Two facets of consciousness are central to the integral worldview: a personal 
self and a transcendent Self. As Aurobindo describes it, “our mind and ego [the 
individual self] are like the crown and dome of a temple jutting out from the 
waves while the great body of the building [the transcendent Self] is submerged 
under the surface of the waters.”’ In ordinary consciousness, the self is 
experienced as separate from its transcendent moorings; it is oblivious to their 
very existence. In heightened consciousness or transcendence, generally 
compatible with peak experience or flow, the self realizes it is but a facet of a 
more expansive consciousness. 

The idea of self and Self enables us to distinguish between states of 
consciousness and corresponding experiences of time. In _ ordinary 
consciousness, the personal self experiences itself as separate from the 
transcendent Self. Better put, it is oblivious to the very existence of the Self. 
This is also described as an “object-referral” condition of consciousness, where 
the self, as Frederick Travis et al. put it, becomes “identified with thoughts and 
actions” rather than the Self that is its true nature.® Object-referral bonds, which 
may be seen as the interior basis for conditioned attachments, manifest in the 
confining of temporal awareness to the linear, past-present flow of moments. 
Conditioned attachments are temporal in nature in activities that unfold along the 
arrow of time; the meaning of any given moment is highly dependent upon what 
precedes and what follows it. 

In transcendent experience, temporal experience takes on entirely new 
dimensions, because the self does not experience itself as disconnected from the 
Self but as united with it. The “union” that defines the term yoga refers to this 


self-Self integration. It is the basis for Rumi’s exhortation to journey from self to 
Self. It is the foundation for mystical experience across cultures and historical 
eras. Accordingly, temporal experience becomes more (fluid and 
multidimensional. Engagement with linear relationships is possible, depending 
upon the needs of the activity in which one engages, but now from a much more 
expansive consciousness in which one is liberated from the object-referral, time- 
bound attachments that characterize ordinary consciousness. We will see that 
this is essential for peak improvisatory performance due to the moment-to- 
moment interactions inherent in the process. 

But a second layer, as it were, of temporal experience is also possible in 
heightened or transcendent states of consciousness, where the experience of 
linear temporal relationships gives way to the experience of an overarching, 
eternal present. This experience of time is characteristic of the “pure 
consciousness” invoked in meditation, in which one experiences nothing but 
wakeful awareness of awareness itself (or consciousness of consciousness 
itself).? Here an important principle emerges—that the cultivation of overarching 
presence in meditation can enhance capacities for the more fluid temporal 
experience, characteristic of active transcendence, that is invoked in peak 
improvisation (and other forms of creativity). It is thus not surprising that many 
jazz artists, having glimpsed this heightened temporal/transpersonal experience 
in their creative excursions, have taken up meditative disciplines in their search 
for ways to more systematically integrate transcendent grounding in their work 
and lives.!° 

Let us now explore how these different modes of temporal experience 
manifest in musical improvisation and composition and, in so doing, provide a 
basis for a clearer understanding of improvisatory creativity. 


IMPROVISATORY AND COMPOSITIONAL TIME: 
GENERAL OBSERVATIONS 


There is a music that must be composed. There is another that can only be improvised.!! 


—Steve Lacy 


Contrary to Lacy’s insights, conventional wisdom tends to view improvisation as 
an accelerated subspecies of composition. I believe that this notion is deeply 
flawed and shrouds the unique expressive qualities, aesthetic foundations, and 
cultural roots of both improvisatory and compositional processes. Elsewhere I 


maintain, and further develop here, that the two processes differ fundamentally 
in their grounding in contrasting modes of temporal conception: composition is 
rooted in a linear, expanding conception that enables attending to large-scale 
relationships between moments and what precedes and follows them in the 
construction of overarching formal designs; improvisation is driven by a 
nonlinear, inner-directed temporal experience that involves heightened attention 
to, and engagement in, the present moment as autonomous from past events and 
future possibilities, which in turn uniquely enables highly sensitive, spontaneous 
interactions between performers.!* Furthermore, by understanding improvisatory 
and compositional temporalities as contrasting pathways to transcendent 
experience, additional support is provided for assertions such as Lacy’s or 
George E. Lewis’s argument for the term “improviser” to designate a discrete 
“functional musical activity in world-musical society” that is not tied to the 
“derived notion of improvisation as ‘real-time composition.’”” 

More precise definitions of what I mean by improvisation and composition 
will illuminate these distinctions, as well as possible points of intersection 
between the processes that, while serving as potentially provisional exceptions, 
do not undermine the general thesis and its applicability to significant portions of 
musical practice. A key feature of the present notion of composition is its 
discontinuous nature. Composers can stop, step outside the timescape of the 
work, have a cup of tea, walk the dog, all the while mulling over a particular 
point in a piece and its relationship to what comes before and what follows. 
Composers can move freely from earlier to later sections of a work, or the 
reverse, and this often transpires over days, weeks, and months in the course of 
completing a work. Composers also usually work alone, thus not having to 
contend with the “interfering implications” generated by real-time co-creators. 

Improvisation, by contrast, is rooted in a continuous temporal flow. There is 
no stepping outside the musical timescape and pausing to edit. There is only the 
moment at hand, and inasmuch as improvisation often involves collective 
settings, tendencies toward long-range strategizing are necessarily subordinate to 
the need to contend with constantly changing and often unpredictable streams of 
information from improvising partners. The capacity for interfering implications 
is therefore high, as is the expressive power that results when these implication 
streams are effectively navigated—which necessitates taking recourse to a 
heightened moment-to-moment conception. 

Whereas the conditions of composition inevitably invite expanded conception 
(and here it must be emphasized that the instant one steps back from a work 
during the creation of it, awareness begins inevitably to construct temporal 


relationships between any point and its surroundings), the conditions of 
improvisatory creativity invite inner-directed conception. In other words, the 
discontinuous and unaccompanied nature of composition elicits an expanding 
flow of time and sense of past-present-future relationship, while the continuous 
and (often) collective nature of improvisation elicits a heightened sense of 
localized present moments and subordination of larger-scale temporal 
relationships. In no way does this mean that improvisers may not invoke quasi- 
compositional strategies that involve some degree of long-range temporal 
relationship, or that composers may not invoke quasi-improvisatory strategies 
that seek to undermine these relationships for a sense of moment-to-moment 
flow. Rather, these are emergent strategies that, while perhaps rendering the 
boundaries between the processes slightly more nebulous, will never achieve the 
full expressive effect of the opposite process. 

Let us thus take the next step in considering the contrasting mechanics by 
which consciousness undergoes transformation through the two creative 
processes. 


IMPROVISATION AND COMPOSITION AS CONTRASTING 
PATHWAYS TO TRANSCENDENCE 


Before proceeding, a caveat: correlating linear temporal experience with 
composition and _ nonlinear/inner-directed temporal experience’ with 
improvisation in no way suggests that transcendent experience is unique to the 
second and foreign to the first. Rather, the linear temporal surface of 
composition expands its horizons in linear directions, whereby the outer 
boundaries of the localized present moment experienced in ordinary 
consciousness give way to even greater temporal relationships that shake 
awareness from its ordinary moorings to catalyze transcendent experience. By 
contrast, the nonlinear temporal surface of improvisation transforms itself 
through the collapse of the inner boundaries of the localized present to catalyze 
transcendence. 

The “implication-realization” model that has evolved through the work of 
Leonard Meyer and Eugene Narmour,!* although originally conceived to 
illuminate the experience of the listener in response to composed works, may be 
appropriated to the experience of the creating artist in ways that lay the 
groundwork for the next phase of our investigation. 

Imagine a moment A, at which an event sounds from what might be inferred 


as one or more possible successors, or implications B, C, D etc., one of which is 
selected, or realized, to form musical idea and temporal relationship AB. From 
AB are inferred further implication fields to yield ABC, ABCD, ABCDE, and so 
on. 

Here, two ways of perceiving the flow and organization of ideas in time may 
be noted. A cumulative conception is possible, in which each moment is 
understood in relationship to the ABCDE ... X totality. This is consistent with 
formal hierarchical models such as those represented by the tree diagrams in 
Lerdahl and Jackendoff’s Generative Theory of Tonal Music, that illuminate the 
manner in which localized relationships are subsumed within sequentially 
integrative composite relationships that culminate in apprehension of the 
whole.!° Such modeling pertains more to the experience of the composer, who— 
as noted previously—reinforces point-to-whole relationships in awareness with 
each moment of reflection on the ever-expanding work in the creative process. 
Another conception might be correlated, as Jonathan Kramer has done, with 
“lower-order Markov processes,” where the meaning of localized moments is 
understood as less dependent upon their temporal surroundings than in higher- 
order processes. A “zeroth-order” process, therefore, involves minimal linear 
dependence. While some compositions, as Kramer notes, evoke a lower-order 
Markov response in listeners, we can generalize that this conception is more 
compatible with the inner-directed temporality correlative with improvisation.'° 

We now come to a central question: How do the conditioned, object-referral 
tendencies of ordinary consciousness manifest, and how are they dissolved, in 
improvisation and composition processes? In composition, they manifest in weak 
spans. This means that within the overall thrust toward large-scale relationships, 
ordinary consciousness—where creativity and transcendence (self-Self 
integration) are limited—is less able to stretch beyond its conditioned moorings 
to materials generated thus far. When, however, awareness expands to entertain 
larger-scale relationships—or robust spans—the logic patterns of ordinary 
consciousness, which are embedded in time, collapse in response to the 
expanded temporal demands of large-scale structures. The effect is something 
like that of a Zen koan, where aspirants are called to ruminate on a nonsensical 
problem whose meaning only becomes clear in an expanded awareness state. 

Correlative with the weak spans of ordinary consciousness/composition are 
the inflated points of ordinary consciousness/improvisation. Here time flows not 
outward toward larger temporal-structural relationships, but inward toward the 
localized present moment. Object-referral or conditioned attachment, always 
manifesting contrary to the prevailing temporal directionality, takes hold in 


improvisation not as limited spans but as limited points. This impedes moment- 
to-moment function and thus the inventive and interactive faculties that are 
central to improvisatory expressivity (and its transformational, transcendent 
function). 

This may be illustrated by returning to our moment A. Highly conditioned 
functioning harbors a tendency to regurgitate acquired patterns,!” which may be 
indicated as time frame A-X. A is the event sounding, X is the implied successor 
inferred due to a range of criteria, including background of the performer, 
environment, and state of consciousness. Barring any spontaneous 
developments, the improviser realizes event A-X, which occupies some time 
frame as might be measured by the clock. Now imagine a scenario where the 
improviser sets out to realize A-X, but in so doing, entertains an alternative route, 
either to some new possibility that occurs in the process or perhaps to some 
spontaneous new development generated by an ensemble member. At this point, 
the improviser has broken down event and time frame A-X into constituent 
event/time frames, which we might call AB, BN, NX, that, because they represent 
more frequent decision-making points within the same time frame, allow for 
more spontaneous interaction and invention. In other words, within what was an 
inflated point A-X as experienced from the standpoint of ordinary consciousness, 
one now experiences a more moment-to-moment, spontaneous unfolding. This 
development collapses the logic patterns of ordinary consciousness embedded in 
A-X in an inward direction due to the inner-directed, less linear temporal flow of 
the improvisatory process. The transformation of inflated points into more robust 
points means more frequent present moments, which become transformed from 
the products of what came before to the generators of future possibilities. One 
requires such a transformation of the present moment in order to infer the 
subsequent implications of events. We will return to this principle later and its 
ramifications for improvisatory creativity across fields and paradigmatic change. 
The capacity to transform perception of a moment as exclusively bound to its 
chain of predecessors to one in which the moment is experienced as a generator 
of future possibilities is key to the “anomaly centering” to be considered later as 
central to an improvisatory hermeneutics. 

How brief can a present point be? This question need not be addressed in 
terms of clock time, although attempts to do so can be traced back at least to 
William James’s foundational treatise, Principles of Psychology, but according 
to the same principle of logic patterns.!® The transformational impact of 
rendering inflated points as more robust points lies not in achieving some 
quantitative localized present conception, but simply in liberating (awareness) 


from tendencies toward inflation that counter the inner-directed flow of 
improvisation and therefore confine awareness to an ordinary mode. 

This invoking of a more moment-to-moment experience may serve aS a 
catalyst for transcendence. Why? Because the personal self bound by relativistic 
attachments is but a facet of the transcendent Self. All that is needed is removal 
or dissolution of object-referral obstacles, and the self merges with the Self as 
spontaneously and effortlessly as a body of water divided by a dam becomes one 
as soon as the dam is removed. 

Here we gain a glimpse of how meditation and improvisation work in tandem 
to cultivate such capacities. Meditation can be seen as a whole-to-parts vehicle, 
improvisation as a parts-to-whole pathway. Regular meditation practice over 
time entails stepping back from ordinary mental, physical, and sensory 
engagement and allowing self-Self union in its most direct form in the pure 
consciousness event. Improvisation proceeds from mental, physical, and sensory 
immersion. We will return to the improvisation-meditation interplay later, as it 
yields an important epistemological blueprint—one that has been embraced by 
many jazz musicians—for individual and collective transformation in and 
beyond the arts.!? 

Note that this model does not require novelty for transcendence to be invoked. 
One can infer implications that are highly conventional, invoking self-referral 
awareness that allows for breaking down the time frame an implication occupies, 
thus providing expanded creative options, yet still realize a conventional idea. 
Instead of the normative idea being mechanically regurgitated, however, it is 
now more likely to be realized due to its perceived relevance to what else is 
happening at the given moment in time. And different artists will evolve 
different styles, some gravitating toward innovative terrain, others remaining 
within seemingly mainstream terrain, but still with a kind of transcendent magic. 
Here it is important to note that contrived efforts toward innovation that do not 
stem from inner flow are just as problematic as contrived efforts at conservatism; 
both compromise the transcendent foundations of improvisatory creativity. 

The model works just as well with free improvisatory frameworks as it does 
with improvisation in what Pressing called “referent-based” formats (e.g., jazz 
chord changes, Hindustani raga-tala cycles).7° At first glance, it might appear 
that the referent, being time-bound, might elicit expanding rather than inner- 
directed conception. After all, does not the jazz improviser need to have 
awareness of the entire form, which in the case of ABA or even longer forms 
clearly involves temporal expanse, in order to keep his or her place in the form? 
Several factors may be noted here that indicate inner-directed conception may 


still obtain while improvising with such structures. 

First, the cyclical nature of the referent undermines the sense of cumulative 
form, much like the effect of a repeating ostinato pattern (on a much shorter 
scale). When combined with a second consideration, which is the capacity for 
the referent to undergo significant transformation, we see further conduciveness 
to inner-directed conception. Consider the many different ways any given facet 
of a jazz harmonic-rhythmic framework might be realized: a given chord might 
be voiced with close or open configurations, played rhythmically or allowed to 
sustain, or not played at all; a bass line might be in two or four or some hybrid; 
time feels and textures on the drums are infinite. Thus, any sense of cumulative 
structure is superseded by moment-to-moment transformations and interactions. 
Third, accomplished jazz (or other referent-based) improvisers internalize the 
constraints of the referent so that attention need not be taken up with either 
syntactic (tonal or rhythmic) or formal-structural concerns. In other words, one 
can invoke heightened moment-to-moment, inner-directed time conception in 
the context of a lengthy form. And once again, in collective improvisatory 
formats, inner-directed awareness is also promoted through the need to contend 
with possible interfering implications from improvising partners. 

We now tum to “quasi-compositional” strategies that may be invoked by 
improvisers. 


RETENSIVE AND PROTENSIVE CONCEPTION 


Retensive conception involves retaining awareness of some aspect of the past 
within the creative flow; protensive involves a kind of future planning.*! While 
the discontinuous nature of the composition process is highly conducive to 
retensive-protensive strategies, improvisation is a different matter due to its 
continuous and collective nature. To be sure, here is where composition and solo 
improvisation may be the instances in which the distinctions between the 
processes seem to blur, precisely because, using Evan Parker’s observation, 
creating solo involves “one mind at work, with none of those qualities of group 
improvisation.”** Retensive-protensive strategies are nonetheless available in 
both solo and collective improvisation, albeit with important limitations inherent 
in the continuity and collective conditions that are nonetheless the bases for the 
unique expressive facets of improvisation. 

For one thing, in improvisation, retensive-protensive strategies occur against 
the trajectory of inner-directed time; thus, these strategies can perhaps be seen as 


what systems theorists call “dissipative structures” that emerge within the 
overarching tendency toward entropy described by the second law of 
thermodynamics. It is one thing to take a motive at moment N and choose at that 
instant to develop it over time with a culminating iteration at some future 
moment X invoked in unaccompanied improvising; it is quite another when this 
happens in collective improvising. For unlike in composition, group 
improvisation requires sustaining a delicate balance between pursuing the long- 
term strategy and remaining sensitive to ongoing and unpredictable collective 
input. It is also important to avoid assuming (however tempting it may be when 
analyzing recorded improvisations) that such strategies were invoked where 
connections are clearly evident over long stretches of time. Did John Coltrane, in 
his development of a motivic thread over several choruses of his piece 
Impressions, plan at the initial instant the ultimate length of the motivic chain? 
Probably not; most likely, moment-to-moment decisions based on what was 
happening around him, the sense of momentum in the idea itself, and other 
factors were involved in deciding whether to continue with the given idea or not. 
Again, the motivic environment becomes a kind of dissipative structure, or 
perhaps from the standpoint of chaos theory, a “strange attractor,” in which 
moment-to-moment decisions still occur as to a motive’s duration, shaped by 


some sense of the long-term structures being created.*° 


IMPROVISERS’? AND COMPOSERS’ DESCRIPTIONS OF 
‘TRANSCENDENT EXPERIENCE 


Further support for the idea of contrasting temporalities may be found in the 
differing descriptions of transcendent experience offered by composers and 
improvisers: composers’ descriptions are structure-meditated, while improvisers’ 
are process-mediated. Brahms, for example, spoke of “rare, inspired moods,” 
where “measure by measure the finished product is revealed to me ... clothed in 
the right forms, harmonies and orchestration.” Mozart recalled instances where 
“the whole, though long, stands almost complete and finished in my mind, so 
that I can survey it, like a fine picture or a beautiful statue, at a glance.”** These 
testimonies clearly indicate the conception of large-scale temporal relationships, 
or robust spans, where a point is understood in relationship to the overarching 
whole, characteristic of heightened expanding temporality. 

By contrast, improvisers’ descriptions of peak experiences indicate 
transformations in consciousness mediated by process, not musical materials. 


Consider, for example, Nachmanovitch’s description of the unity achieved in 
improvisatory performance as “entrainment,” where, in something akin to the 
“trance states in the sama dances of the Sufis,” players, audience, and 
environment “link into a self-organizing whole.”*° Or Melba Liston’s recounting 
of extraordinary moments when “everybody can feel what each other is thinking 
... You breathe together, you swell together, you just do everything together, 
and a different aura comes over the room.”7° 


TTEMPORALITY, LANGUAGE, AND CULTURE 


A further area of support for the notion of contrasting temporalities involves the 
relationship between temporality, language, and culture. The inner-directed 
conception of improvisation and the expanding conception of composition are 
musical manifestations of broader patterns in a given culture that also manifest 
in language. This point creates important ramifications for the argument of a 
conjoining of Afrological and Eurological streams in Western music, from 
which receptivity to further global streams is possible in the growth toward a 
grand synthesis. 

In foreshadowing this broader connection, Judith Becker essentially reiterates 
the central theme of this chapter in emphasizing that “more than a single idea of 
time” is represented by the world’s musical traditions. “Some music may be 
strongly linear with a dynamic thrust forward that compels movement from the 
beginning to the end ... Other music may be basically cyclical, like the 
American blues form.”*” Becker then goes on to equate the cyclic nature of 
Javanese gamelan music with the cyclic nature of Hindu-Buddhist cosmology, 
which is rooted in a nonlinear sense of time. Here the “immediacy of the present 
prevails over the demands of the past or future,”*® which bears close 
resemblance to the notion of inner-directed conception I put forth earlier. 

Becker and others link nonlinear temporality with language, further suggestive 
of a temporality-culture relationship. “Balinese, Javanese and Indonesian are all 
tenseless languages” where the “sense of linear, progressive time” is 
subordinate. “Most Indo-European verbs have past, present or future—often 
combined with aspectual markers—in every utterance. If the speaker of Javanese 
wishes to indicate temporality, he must add a separate time word such as 
‘before’, ‘now’, (or) after ... Temporality has to be consciously superimposed 
upon an utterance if a speaker feels it necessary.”*? John Broomfield notes 
similar qualities “in the language of the Native American Hopi,” where “there is 


no reference to time. The grammatical forms which appear to correspond to our 
tenses distinguish times but different kinds of information.”°? Dorothy Lee has 
made similar observations in the “nonlineal” language structures of the 
Trobriander Islanders,” as has Kramer in “south Indians, many African tribes ... 
(and) the Quiche Indians of Guatemala.”*! 

The prominence of improvisation in one form or another in these musical 
cultures, contrasted with the conspicuous absence of improvisation in the 
Western concert music tradition over the past two centuries, is a connection that 
is difficult to ignore in the context of the present analysis. One is further 
reminded of Small’s correlations between the musical division of labor that is 
characteristic of the Western notated tradition and the overall division of labor 
that took hold as Western society became more industrialized.** While it is 
important to proceed with caution when extrapolating specific correlations 
between cultural patterns and musical practices from these highly generalized 
observations, an aversion to generalization may be equally problematic if it 
precludes identification of prominent threads that, if not holding across the 
board, at least pertain significantly enough to suggest important underlying 
principles at play. From an integral, or consciousness-based standpoint, 
connections with Tarnas’s or Abell’s quasi-Jungian notions of archetypal 
patterns as mediating factors in creative expression might also be drawn, as these 
would be entirely consistent with the temporality-consciousness-music mosaic 
being developed.*° 

Why are these distinctions important? For one thing, by extricating 
improvisation from its commonplace classification as an accelerated subspecies 
of composition, we take the first step in understanding both processes on their 
own terms and appreciating their respectively unique expressive and 
transformational properties. The notion of improvisation as “instantaneous” or 
“real-time composition,” while often invoked in attempts to elevate the often 
diminished status of the first by equating it with the typically exalted status of 
the second, not only shrouds this understanding but also may end up 
exacerbating the very marginalization of improvisation such efforts seek to 
ameliorate. In other words, so long as composition or composed music is 
regarded as the measure of all things, an assumption that is reified by the 
improvisation-as-composition understanding, concerns will always be harbored 
about the capacity for improvisation to achieve the depth that is possible through 
composition. Why bother with music made up on the spot, the thinking might be 
characterized, when one can have all this great music where the composer took 
the time to “really get it right?” From this standpoint, musical cultures where 


improvisation is prominent (in fact, most musical traditions in the world) tend to 
be dismissed as less evolved, less sophisticated, in comparison to the presumed 
composed/notated ideal. Consciousness- and temporality-based distinctions 
enable us to extricate improvisation from this erroneous classification and 
understand it as a means of creative expression that, just like composition, has its 
unique facets as well as limitations. Indeed, to reinvoke Lacy, “there is a music 
that must be composed, and another that can only be improvised.” 

An understanding of the principles that underlie this axiom may be key to an 
understanding of the confluence of streams, rather than compartmentalized, 
style-specific engagements that increasingly characterize the overall musical 
landscape. Lewis’s important distinctions between Afrological and Eurological 
perspectives may thus be further supported by interior principles that illuminate 
the first as primarily improvisatory, the second as primarily compositional (even 
if a Euro-improvisatory wave, as Lewis points out, and an Afro-compositional 
wave might be located within this analysis).°4 In other words, if one views the 
contemporary musical landscape as a kind of ocean into which flow myriad 
tributaries, each contributing particular kinds of currents, the primary 
contribution of the Eurological is clearly compositional, and that of the 
Afrological improvisatory, even as these major streams have broadened upon 
contact with the larger expanse. 

A consciousness-based look at improvisation reveals that this kind of melding 
is intrinsic to improvisatory art forms; it is the nature of the improvisatory act 
that invites infusion of influences from one’s musical and extra-musical 
surroundings. The process of infusion has been a prevailing feature of jazz since 
its inception; if anything, the pace has accelerated as information technology and 
greater Capacities for travel have made boundaries between disciplines, cultures, 
and historical periods more porous. Because the source of this melding is the 
interior, transcendent core of consciousness that is accessed by the creative 
improviser, we realize that the exterior boundaries ascribed to musical styles or 
disciplines are but language-bound categories that, at best, help point to a 
provisional region of knowledge or creative expression. Because the locus of 
infusion exists transcendent of such categorizations, one might as readily argue 
that the central creative pulse lies in the interstices between genres, and that 
therefore melding is, when it comes to the inherent tendencies of creative artists, 
the norm. Jazz has been a particularly robust, self-transcending vehicle that has 
enabled access to these interstices, due to in large part its rich process scope; no 
other contemporary genre combines improvisation and composition processes, 
or the wide range of performative, technical, and theoretical engagement, to the 
extent found in jazz. It is thus not surprising that a long legacy of leading jazz 


innovators, viewing their music as a gateway to the broader musical landscape, 
have rejected the term jazz—not because of a disdain for the sounds and 
practices that define the genre, but because their understanding of the self- 
transcending properties of the idiom has been so elusive among audiences, 
critics, scholars, and the music industry at large. 

Might improvisation, in addition to bridging intradisciplinary divides, also 
serve as a transdisciplinary unifying agent that offers insights into addressing the 
most pressing issues of our time? This question leads to what may be the most 
significant ramifications of the improvisation-consciousness relationship. 


IMPROVISATORY HERMENEUTICS, ANOMALY 
CENTERING, AND PARADIGMATIC CHANGE 


I concluded a recent book with the proposition that in order to adequately 
address the daunting challenges of today’s world, species homo sapiens sapiens 
needs to function like an expert improvising ensemble.*° Just as individual 
improvisers in a jazz quartet need to reconcile personal proclivities with 
ensemble needs, regional and national interests must be reconciled with the 
needs of the seven billion-plus-member planetary improvising ensemble called 
humanity. And just as jazz improvisers must adapt to spontaneously arising and 
sometimes challenging musical events, the global improvising ensemble must 
similarly adapt to unpredictable and challenging transnational developments. 
Like the formidable challenges to jazz improvisers presented by the chord 
changes of John Coltrane’s late tonal compositions Giant Steps, Moment’s 
Notice, and Lazy Bird, formidable global chord changes—ecological, 
sociological, economic, epidemiological, ideological, and political in nature— 
must be navigated by humankind if there is to be reason for optimism about the 
future. 

A consciousness-based understanding of the improvisation process has 
important contributions to make to this kind of planetary improvising. Central is 
what I propose as an “improvisatory hermeneutics”—a way of seeing and 
understanding phenomena that is informed by the same inner mechanics that 
underlie peak musical improvisation and its moment-to-moment conception. 
Liberation from conditioned tendencies, which we have examined in terms of 
breaking down the binding temporal attachments between past and future points 
that underlie this conditioning, gives rise to deep penetration into the present 
moment as an entryway into a reservoir of more creative and sustainable 


choices. As perception of a moment from an exclusively linear orientation— 
where an event is perceived as meaningful only in relationship to the causal 
chain that has preceded and follows it—undergoes transformation to a nonlinear 
understanding, the event is cognitively differentiated (but not necessarily 
excluded) from this chain and perceived as a possible generator of entirely new 
thinking and action. The rigid, category-bound perception that pervades much 
academic and public policy discourse gives way to a much more fluid and 
integrative understanding in which knowledge areas—whether musical styles, 
educational disciplines, or domains as seemingly irreconcilable as spirituality 
and science—are seen not as self-confining compartments but as self- 
transcending epistemological pathways within a unified wholeness. Anomalous 
findings or ideas that defy mainstream thinking may thus be repositioned from 
the margins to the center of awareness, where they may be critically examined 
and spawn transformational innovations that might not otherwise be considered. 

A promising example of such an anomaly is one that uniquely straddles both 
improvisation and consciousness realms and may pose important societal 
ramifications. This involves the idea of an overarching, intersubjective field of 
consciousness that may be enlivened through collective improvisatory and 
collective meditative practice to yield transformational results. Improvising 
musicians, as noted earlier, commonly report an intimate melding between 
ensemble members and listeners in peak performance. Meditators similarly 
report deeper experiences of silent, transcendent wholeness when practicing in 
groups compared to individual practice. But do these experiences entail merely a 
sense of interconnectedness, as materialists would have it, or might they be 
indicative of an actual unified field of consciousness that is consistent with an 
integral worldview? Underscoring the importance of an_ improvisatory 
hermeneutics, the integrity of the response is dependent on that of the process 
through which it is deduced. 

The integral predilection toward the intersubjective field thesis is reached 
through a robust improvisatory approach that invites as wide a variety of 
perspectives as possible to inform the inquiry, which would include spiritual 
viewpoints as well as those from science. Bridging spirituality and science, 
moreover, is a growing body of empirical research into extended capacities of 
consciousness—called “psi”’—that suggests the existence of physically 
transcendent, nonlocal and intersubjective dimensions of mind that are central to 
the integral platform. If research into phenomena such as remote cognition, 
psychokinesis, dream telepathy, and discarnate consciousness provides a general 
backdrop of support for the intersubjective field principle, findings specific to 


this premise notably strengthen the case.°° Particularly compelling are studies of 


large-group meditation practice and associated reductions in crime, accident, and 
illness rates.°” The basic idea is that collective practice enlivens the overarching 
field whose harmonizing influence radiates throughout the environment. The 
greater the stress, tension, and fragmentation in collective consciousness, the 
more conducive is the environment for negative tendencies to erupt. The more 
coherent the intersubjective field, the greater likelihood for harmonious 
behavior. Although parallel research into transformative aspects of collective 
improvised performance has yet to be done, I do not believe it is unreasonable to 
infer that improvisation-mediated experiences of wholeness involve enlivenment 
of the same intersubjective field. In meditation, this occurs from the standpoint 
of silence; in improvisation, from creative activity. In drawing this parallel I do 
not mean to suggest that a five-piece improvising ensemble will, in a two-hour 
performance, generate the same kinds of effects that might be produced by four 
thousand meditators engaged in eight hours of daily practice for three weeks. 
Rather, that the form of aesthetic transformation intrinsic to the arts that is 
unique to collective, improvised artistic performance is rooted in contact with a 
common stratum of reality that underlies the harmonizing effects generated by 
group meditation. Contact with the overarching field through artistic materials 
and processes provides one kind of channel for manifestation with corresponding 
results, contact through transpersonal modalities in which participants step 
outside the realm of cognitive, emotional, and sensory engagement provides 
another. The possibility of a shared foundation is, nonetheless, significant in 
increasing the prospects of the respective phenomena—both generally 
marginalized, even if to varying degrees—being centered in arts advocacy and 
training programs and in public policy circles. 

Materialism, on the other hand, is beset by philosophical and other challenges 
that suggest weak improvisatory engagement in its formulation.*? Bound by 
rigid divisions between scientific and spiritual realms and deeply entrenched 
tendencies to dismiss the contributions of the latter, the vast majority of 
materialist literature succumbs to two important instances of improvisatory 
lapse. One involves the conditioned assumption that empirical findings showing 
that mind and brain or physiology are linked proves the core materialist premise 
that consciousness is either reducible or epiphenomenal to a neurobiological 
substrate.°? In other words, correlation between experiences of euphoria and 
increased serotonin levels, or oneness with surroundings with heightened 
temporal lobe activity, do not require that the brain is the source of 
consciousness. The same findings, which it must be emphasized are equally 
embraced by integralists, can be just as readily interpreted to support the age-old 


tenet that consciousness is foundational. 

Moreover, an ethnocentric orientation pervades much materialist inquiry. A 
conspicuously large portion of materialist literature is devoid of serious 
consideration of non-Western perspectives, ignoring the extraordinary treasury 
of Eastern and other accounts that, not coincidently, run counter to materialist 
conclusions. Within this ethnocentric sheltering is the further absence of 
consideration of the psi research considered earlier, which—not insignificantly 
—issues fatal challenges to the materialist paradigm.*? The situation is 
comparable to an improvising ensemble whose members are oblivious to each 
others’ creative ideas and the influences of the broader musical landscape, 
relying instead on stock, normative phrases. Not only are depth of expression, 
meaning, and creativity compromised, but so also are the all-important critical 
inquiry faculties that, stemming from the encounter with diverse perspectives, 
are central to paradigmatic change and evolution. Here it must be emphasized 
that the centering of anomalous possibilities inherent in a robust improvisatory 
hermeneutics does not mean these possibilities are blindly accepted, but simply 
that they are positioned at the forefront of awareness so that they may be 
critically examined as potentially viable avenues for further exploration and 
application. The centering of the proposition of intersubjective consciousness, 
for example, could then yield a provisional platform that, in addition to 
accounting for the effects noted earlier, enables even more far-reaching 
investigation and potential application that would not otherwise likely occur. 
This includes Robert Oates’s notion that enlivenment of a collective field of 
consciousness might be an antidote to terrorism, and Radin’s even more radical 
notion of “specialized human intention teams that regulate the global climate” 
through nonlocal consciousness.*! 

To be sure, these possibilities stretch considerably the vision of human nature 
and potential that generally guides academic and public policy thinking. 
However, as Thomas Kuhn has observed in his study of the evolution of science, 
this very centering of anomalies that were often vigorously rejected when first 
looming on the horizon has been the basis for historically significant 
innovation.** While the expanded picture of consciousness that is (re)emerging 
may be unmatched in the degree of paradigmatic transformation it implies— 
which the physicist William Tiller characterizes as nothing less than a “second 
Copernican-scale revolution’*°—the dynamics of paradigmatic transformation 
remain the same. The challenges of today’s world call for nothing short of a 
heightened improvisatory awareness to be invoked and sustained on a collective 
scale, for which a consciousness-based understanding of this foundational 


creative process may yield important insights. 
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CHAPTER 7 


IN THE BEGINNING, THERE WAS 
IMPROVISATION 


BRUCE ELLIS BENSON 


Ex nihilo nihil fit. From nothing comes nothing. That would seem to be the 
collective wisdom of the ancients, whether Babylonian, Greek, or Hebrew. Thus, 
the creation accounts found in various ancient Mesopotamian texts are always 
from something. It is likewise the view of the pre-Socratic philosopher 
Parmenides, who believes nothingness or non-being makes no sense, so that one 
cannot even say “it is or it is not.” On his account, one can only say “it is or ...,” 
since nothing makes no sense. It is not. It is no thing. Indeed, even that great 
songwriting team Rogers and Hammerstein reminds us that “nothing comes from 
nothing, nothing ever could.” 

Early Christian theologians generally were in favor of the “from something” 
account and probably would have considered the “from nothing” account to be 
simply nonsense. Of course, as one might guess, things are somewhat more 
complicated than this. But one thing is sure. The German theologian Gerhard 
May is certainly right when he states: “Church theology wants through the 
proposition creatio ex nihilo to express and safeguard the omnipotence and 
freedom of God acting in history.”! At issue, then, are power and freedom. The 
God who can create ex nihilo is simply more powerful and free than the God 
who merely creates from that which already exists. How we interpret the first 
few verses of the book of Genesis depends very much upon what kind of God 
we think is being depicted here. A truly powerful God has no need of existent 
matter. 

Not surprisingly, these aspects of power and freedom are very much part of 
our conception of the creations wrought by human beings. It strikes me that our 
views of the genesis of art have, historically, been heavily shaped by views of 
the nature of divine creation. Just as we can distinguish between a “strong 
creator” and a “weak creator” of the cosmos, so we can distinguish between 


strong and weak creators of arts. In what follows, I intend to accomplish two 
tasks. First, I briefly consider the Christian doctrine of creatio ex nihilo and 
bring those considerations to bear on how we think about the artistic creation. 
Second, I return to the biblical text to provide an alternative conception of 
artistic creation, one that moves from the idea of creation to that of 
improvisation. In so doing, the artist is seen in a significantly different light. 


CREATIO EX NIHILO 


The writer of Genesis chapter one opens the text by saying the following: 


In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and 
darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then 
God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God 
separated the light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And 


there was evening and there was morning, the first day. 


What exactly is God doing here? Further, what is this “beginning” [re’sit] and 
where does it begin? One can say this is a basic question regarding any kind of 
genesis: at what point can we say that something begins? It is significant that the 
Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines genesis as “the action of building up 
from simple or basic elements to more complex ones.”° For something like that 
seems to be described here. The earth is described as “a formless void” and 
“darkness covered the face of the deep” [tohu vabohu, or “the depth in the 
dark”]. And then God creates [bara]. On this account, things are already “in 
medias res”—or “into the middle of affairs.” That is, there is already something 
going on and then God enters the picture. And yet the standard Christian account 
of creation is the ex nihilo—out of nothing. 

Here I am not interested in the theological question, but a different, though 
very closely related, question. What would a strong artistic account of bara 
[creation] look like? Here it is helpful to turn to the philosopher Immanuel Kant. 
A phrase we can use to unpack his account is his claim that “fine art is the art of 
genius.”* 

But, first, a couple points of comparison on the notion of “genius.” In 1746, 
the French theorist Charles Batteux (1713-1780) had argued that art was all 
about imitating nature and the “genius” is the one who is a superb imitator.° This 
conception of genius is easy enough to understand, for such a genius is 
essentially someone has learned the techniques of a given type of art form and 
has become a highly developed craftsman. Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) 


would seem to have held such a view, given his reported comment: “I worked 
hard. Anyone who works as hard as I did can achieve the same results.” Yet 
consider how different the following description of the genius is given by 
William Duff (1732-1815) in 1770: 


A man of genius is really a kind of different being from the rest of the species. The bent of his 
disposition, the complexion of his temper, the general turn of his character, his passions and his 
pursuits are for the most part very dissimilar from those of the bulk of mankind. Hence partly it 


happens that his manners appear ridiculous to some and disagreeable to others.’ 


Here, in contrast, we have a portrait of the artist as rather different from you 
and me. The artist is some rather strange person—either “ridiculous” or 
“disagreeable”—who isn’t like “the rest of the species.” Someone like Vincent 
van Gogh comes to mind. 

Kant’s Critique of Judgment appeared in 1790. In that text, Kant gives us a 
picture of the genius that is a lot closer to Duff than to Batteux. The Kantian 
artist clearly counts as a “strong creator” and thus is powerful. According to 
Kant, “genius is a talent for producing something for which no determinate rule 
can be given ... Hence the foremost property of genius must be originality.”® 
Whereas Batteux had stressed being a good imitator, Kant goes in the radically 
opposite direction: being as original as possible. You might say that the “rules” 
don’t apply to the genius, meaning that the Kantian artist is likewise free.? As 
Kant puts it, “on this point everyone agrees: that genius must be considered the 
very opposite of a spirit of imitation.”'® Thus, the genius’s art works become 
examples for lesser artists (poor saps!) to imitate, while great artists somehow 
just come up with great ideas because, as Kant puts it, they are “nature’s favorite 
and so must be regarded as a rare phenomenon.”!! Kant’s concept of genius gets 
even more interesting when he claims that “if an author owes a product to his 
genius, he himself does not know how he came by the ideas for it.”!* This 
clearly separates the genius artist from the scientist, at least for Kant. Whereas 
the genius artist has absolutely no idea of how she came up with her ideas, says 
Kant, a scientist like Newton can explain each of the steps that led him to his 
theory. So creating for the genius is a kind of mysterious process that even she 
does not understand, unlike Bach’s view in which it can be explained by the 
techniques of a craftsman who’s at the top of his game. To sum up Kant’s 
account: (1) true geniuses are original, (2) what they create is exemplary for 
everyone else, and (3) they are unable to explain how they created their 
masterpieces. Accordingly, their creations are both original and exemplary. 
What distinguishes the art of the genius is that it is innovative. Everything else— 


works that are derivative in one sense or another—count more as secondary texts 
or as commentaries on the primary texts provided by the genius. Thus, we have a 
conception of the artist that is remarkably like that of the God who creates ex 
nihilo—an artist who is both powerful and free. 

Now, there is something right about Kant’s idea of the genius: one somehow 
gets ideas. And it is not always clear where those ideas come from. The literature 
on creativity or innovation (and whether they are one phenomenon or two) is 
vast and, understandably, contradictory. For creativity is hardly easy to explain. 
At least as far back as Plato, in the dialogue Jon, there has been the question of 
exactly where artists (or, in this particular case, poets) get their ideas. Speaking 
to the poet named Ion, who has just returned from Epidaurus having just won 
first prize for reciting Homer, Socrates suggests that his “skill” really results 
from him being “out of his mind.” Socrates says: “This gift you have of speaking 
well on Homer is not an art; it is a power divine ... so the lyric poets are not in 


their senses when they make these lovely lyric poems.!? Ion is not at all 


convinced that Socrates is right,'* but this idea that poets are divinely inspired 
has been widely held, as has been the notion that somehow artists just get ideas 
in some sort of magical way. No more influential expression of this idea of 
creation exists than that from a famous letter attributed to none other than 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791). 


Concerning my way of composing ... I can really say no more on this subject than the following; for I 
myself know no more about it, and cannot account for it. When I am, as it were, completely myself, 
entirely alone, and of good cheer—say, travelling in a carriage, or walking after a good meal, or during 
the night when I cannot sleep; it is on such occasions that my ideas flow best and most abundantly. 
Whence and how they come, I know not; nor can I force them. ... When I proceed to write down my 
ideas, I take out of the bag of my memory ... what has previously been collected into it. ... For this 


reason the committing to paper is done quickly enough, for everything is, as I said before, already 
15 


finished; and it rarely differs on paper from what it was in my imagination. 

There is something so gloriously “romantic” about this account that it is 
almost painful to discover that it is a pure fabrication by Friedrich Rochlitz, who 
was both a fan of Mozart and had been influenced by Kant’s notion of the 
genius. Rochlitz’s account of Mozart’s composition process is how he wanted it 
to go. It is as if we want our artists to be capable of something like magical 
power. The contemporary philosopher of music Jerrold Levinson goes so far as 
to say that 


the whole tradition of art assumes art is creative in the strict sense, that it is a godlike activity in which 
the artist brings into being what did not exist beforehand—much as a demiurge forms a world out of 


inchoate matter. ... There is a special aura that envelops composers, as well as other artists, because we 


think of them as true creators.!° 


While it is far too much to say that “the whole tradition of art” has held this 
view, it clearly has held sway for more or less the last couple of centuries (that 
is, during the “modern” or “romantic” period). 

Seeing the true artist as genius has consequences, and quite problematic ones. 
First, the genius myth has promoted the notion of the artist as some sort of “lone 
creator” who neither needs nor wants the influence of or interaction with others 
—the artist off alone in a garret. Second, whereas artists had generally been seen 
as craftsmen (Bach’s view of himself was largely the view held throughout 
western history), now they become “godlike.” For instance, the Germans 
Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder (1773-1798) and Ludwig Tieck (1773-1853) 
speak of artists as “a few chosen men whom [God] has anointed as His 
favorites.”!” Johann Nikolaus Forkel, in his biography of Bach, suggests that 
some of Bach’s works could be mentioned “only with a kind of holy worship”— 
a claim that Bach—who wrote the initials S.D.G. standing for Soli Deo Gloria 
[For God’s glory alone] on his scores—could never have imagined making.'® 
George Bizet (1838-1875) goes so far as to say that “Beethoven is not a human, 
he is a god.”!9 And Carl Maria von Weber demands that the composer become 
“free as a god.” So artists become either special agents of God or else simply 
gods themselves. 

Of course, the problem was that artists wanted it both ways in terms of being 
understood and appreciated. On the one hand, a lack of understanding or 
appreciation by the audience came to be interpreted as a sign of greatness; 
according to the myth which was then just starting to take shape, innovative 
artists were those whose genius was not sufficiently appreciated. Thus art that 
was immediately and universally enjoyed came to be seen as somehow inferior 
aesthetically. Today this “myth of the unappreciated genius” has gained such a 
hold that we tend to assume that it was the norm for great artists not to have been 
sufficiently appreciated by their contemporaries, despite the fact that there is 
ample evidence to suggest that this was only true in certain exceptional cases.*! 
We tend to assume that—almost by definition—a truly great work of art is one 
that initially meets with great resistance or indifference. Again, van Gogh is a 
prime example for that idea. In any case, such a myth—no matter how far from 
reality it actually was—proved an extremely useful one for artists. Those who 
were not popular (or at least felt that they did not receive the attention which 
they deserved) could always take solace in the fact that such was the lot of great 
geniuses and that popular arts were “selling out.” 

As should be clear from the account I’ve given so far, the rise in status of the 
artist was all about both power and freedom. In that respect, it strongly mirrors 


the conception of God as creator ex nihilo. Further, I realize that I am painting 
with a rather broad brush and that any of the points I have made could be 
contested. However, I think that the general contours of my argument are 
correct, even if one can always find exceptions. 

Yet what if we were to return to the creation account and mold a very 
different sort of conception of artistic activity? 


CREATIO EX IMPROVISATIO 


Theologian Catherine Keller speaks of “the mystery of the missing chaos.”** Her 
goal in her book Face of the Deep: A Theology of Becoming is to deconstruct ex 
nihilo theology and return to that forgotten chaos. Keller suggests a theology of 
becoming in which we rethink the very notion of beginning. In this respect, she 
is indebted to Edward Said, who distinguishes between “beginning” and 
“origin.” Whereas beginnings are “secular, humanly produced and ceaselessly 
re-examined,” origins are “divine, mythical and privileged.”*° In effect, the 
problem with ex nihilo is that the concept erases the deep and the past. It speaks 
only of a moment. And it passes over the chaos out of which creation takes 
place. Yet, to quote Keller, “what if we begin instead to read the Word from the 
vantage point of its own fecund multiplicity, its flux into flesh, its overflow?”~4 

Keller reminds us that we begin amidst the chaos and the flux. In this respect, 
the verb means something other than at least one definition that the OED 
provides for the verb begin—“take the first step.” One never truly begins, for 
there is always a step that has already been made. Again, for this discussion I am 
uninterested in this theological point. My concern here is what each view yields 
in terms of how we think about artists. So how would this view of God translate 
into an account of artistic creation? 

On my view, we end up with creatio ex improvisatio—a Latin term that only 
rarely occurs and only after the fifteenth century. Artistic genesis, then, always 
begins somewhere. Consider the following example. It was at a baseball game, 
when someone handed him a pair of binoculars, that Andrew Stanton, the 
director of the film WALL-E, suddenly got the idea for what the character 
WALL-E should look like. He spent the entire next inning looking at the 
binoculars backwards, twisting them this way and that to simulate various 
expressions of sadness and joy. Stanton had been thinking for years about the 
idea of a lone robot left to clean up an uninhabitable earth, but it was only in that 
moment that he figured out how the animated robot should look. That idea came 


in an instant, but it took quite some time to realize that watching the songs “Put 
on Your Sunday Clothes” and “It Only Takes a Moment” from the movie 
version of Hello, Dolly! would be just the right songs to teach WALL-E about 
emotion. Figuring out the “voices” of the robot characters took even longer, and 
it basically required working with Ben Burtt for a year, during which they kept 
trying out different sounds until they found the ones that worked. Stanton 
compares the process to trying out paint swatches on the wall. And those were 
only some of the myriad details that had to be put in place to make the film a 
reality.7° 

Many artists will instinctively resonate with the process that Stanton went 
through. Some ideas come in a moment, but many aspects have to be worked out 
over days, weeks, months—even years. And those ideas don’t usually come by 
being isolated but by being connected: with other artists, the history of art, 
friends who inspire you, and the world of everyday life. Often what happens is 
that you see something—perhaps as mundane as a pair of binoculars—and you 
suddenly realize how it could be painted or reworked into something that’s both 
similar and different. Or perhaps you hear something—the chirp of a bird, a 
musical chord, a mechanical device that has a certain rhythm—and you imagine 
the beginning of a piece of music. That last example was the inspiration for Dr. 
Seuss to write his first book And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street!*® 
Those are just two possibilities of the multifarious ways of improvisation. 

Romantic music celebrates the original, innovative artist. In contrast, Baroque 
music does virtually the opposite. For Baroque music is much more of a 
community affair, something one did not alone but with others. This was true of 
how both composers and performers worked, in true improvisatory fashion. The 
musicologist David Fuller describes the situation as follows: “A large part of the 
music of the whole era was sketched rather than fully realized, and the performer 
had something of the responsibility of a child with a colouring book, to turn 
these sketches into rounded art-works.” Fuller compares the “scores” of Baroque 
music to the “charts” or “fake books” one finds in jazz.*” The composer 
provided some idea of how the piece was to go, but a substantial portion of the 
shape of musical piece as heard was up to the performer. 

Yet it was not merely the performer who was improvising; it was likewise the 
composer. Here it is helpful to juxtapose the notion of creation with that of 
improvisation. By using the term “improvisation” instead of “creation,” I mean 
to stress that artists “fabricate out of what is conveniently on hand” rather than 
create in the sense of “to produce where nothing was before.”*® That is to say: 
improvisation is truly spontaneous, but not in the sense that it comes from 


nothing. In making art, we always start with something. The extreme side of 
such “borrowing” would today come under the rubric of “plagiarism.” You 
probably all know that Bach was in the habit of starting with a melody 
appropriated from either himself or someone else. A well-known example of his 
creative borrowing is how the popular song “Innsbruch, ich muf dich lassen” 
[“Innsbruch, I must leave you”] morphed into “O Welt, ich muf dich lassen” 
[“Oh World, I must leave you” that became part of his St. Matthew Passion. Of 
course, this was standard practice at the time—a time when the idea of 
ownership of intellectual property didn’t really exist. It raises the very question 
of the notion of ownership and copyright—which has become truly problematic 
in our time and desperately needs addressing—though that is something I cannot 
address here. George Frederick Handel was downright prolific in his “recycling” 
of both his own and others’ work.*9 

Such a conception of artistic creation is strikingly at odds with that of the 
modern/Romantic paradigm. Now, I admit that many modern artists both have 
been and are currently committed to “pushing the envelope.” What I’m 
questioning is just how “original” even the most supposed “original” pieces of 
art actually are. I fully admit that, say, Pablo Picasso’s painting Les Demoiselles 
d’Avignon (1907) and the Beatles album Sgt. Pepper (1967) are landmark—even 
in ways original—artistic contributions. Yet it strikes me that these examples are 
nothing like a “complete departure” from their respective genres but instead a 
significant advance within them. That is to say that they are still part of a 
recognizable genre and not something entirely new. Which is to say that they all 
represent ways of reworking what already existed in semi-new ways. Thus, I am 
contending that the old wisdom of Ecclesiastes still holds: “There is nothing new 
under the sun” (Ec. 1:9). Without doubt, there is reworking, revision, rethinking, 
and renewal—but there is no true revolution. Here I side with the philosopher 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, who writes: “Even where life changes violently, as in 
ages of revolution, far more of the old is preserved in the supposed 
transformation of everything than anyone knows, and it combines with the new 
to create a new value.”°? Rock ‘n’ roll may be a new genre, but it could never 
have come into existence without heavy borrowing from the blues. 

Gadamer’s concept of “play” [Spiel] also goes a good way toward helping us 
think about how artistic improvisation takes place. Play might seem to be merely 
something we do as recreation, but Gadamer suggests that play gives us a clue to 
human activity in general. Note that the German term Spiel can be translated into 
English as either “play” or “game.” If we take the latter meaning, we can say 
that to play is to take part in an activity that exists apart from the single player. 


Gadamer thinks of the making of art as beginning in the to and fro of play but 


ending in what he calls “transformation into structure.”*! At some point, what 
was the play of experimentation starts to become more “stable” as a structure. 
The beginning of a musical phrase turns into a full melody. Some lines hastily 
sketched on a canvas get more and more definition as other lines are drawn. A 
piece of stone moves from being a square block to an increasingly defined shape. 
But how does all of this happen? Here there can be no simple answer, for pieces 
of art come into existence in different ways over varying lengths of time. Gustav 
Mahler’s (1860-1911) first symphony is interesting in this respect. While 
Mahler wrote the bulk of it in 1888, parts of it come from material dating back to 
the 1870s and he revised it more than once. The final version dates to 1906. 

While it is difficult to present anything like “the” model for artistic 
improvisation, consider the following story. Malcolm Cowley gives us what are 
in effect two descriptions of the process of how Hart Crane (1899-1932) wrote 
his poetry that can be blended into one. According to the first description, a 
Sunday afternoon party at which everyone was laughing, playing croquet, and 
having a good time was often the backdrop for his writing. Crane would be 
among those laughing—and drinking—the most until he would disappear to the 
next room. With a Cuban rumba or torch song or Ravel’s Bolero in the 
background, the partygoers would hear the keys of a typewriter busily banging 
away. Then, about an hour later, Crane would appear with a poem and have the 
partygoers read it. At least, that is the way in which Cowley had originally told 
the story. It certainly makes for an intriguing story and fits rather well with the 
artistic genius myth we noted earlier. Yet Cowley later realized that this story 
was really only part of the story. For usually Crane had actually been thinking 
about that poem—seemingly produced in an hour—for months or years and 
writing bits and pieces along the way. Then he would use the occasion of the 
part to try to “get inspired.” But the process of writing the poem wouldn’t end 
there. More from Cowley: 


As for the end of the story, it might be delayed for a week or a month. Painfully, perseveringly—and 
dead sober—Hart would revise his new poem, clarifying the images, correcting its meter and searching 
for the right word hour after hour. “The seal’s wide spindrift gave toward paradise,” in the second of 
his “Voyages,” was the result of a search that lasted for several days. At first he had written, “The 
seal’s findrinny gaze toward paradise,” but someone had objected that he was using a non-existent 
word. Hart and I worked in the same office that year and I remember his frantic searches through 
Webster’s Unabridged and the big Standard, his trips to the library—on office time—and his reports 
of consultations with old sailors in South Street speakeasies. “Findrinny” he could never find, but after 
paging through the dictionary again he decided that “spindrift” was almost as good and he declaimed 
the new line exultantly. Even after one of his manuscripts had been sent to Poetry or the Dial and 


perhaps had been accepted, he would still have changes to make.°* 


It strikes me that Crane’s experience in writing poetry is probably rather 
similar to that of the process of how many or even most artistic pieces come into 
existence. One gets perhaps an inchoate idea and then begins to see it take shape 
(by either writing some preliminary lines or putting together chords and melodic 
motifs or taking some pictures or trying out some dance steps). Slowly, not 
infrequently with painstaking decision-making and trial and error, something is 
transformed into a kind of structure—something that starts to have its own 
identity. Kay Ryan, a former US Poet Laureate, claims that she writes her poetry 
in one sitting, but that the ideas have been swirling around in her head for 
months. Of course, sometimes one simply gets the whole thing at once. That is 
supposedly the story of Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan.” But that, I am arguing, is the 
exception rather than the rule. 

It is Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) who (in)famously insists that “life itself 
is essentially a process of appropriating. ... ‘Exploitation’ does not belong to a 
corrupted or imperfect, primitive society: it belongs to the essence of being 
alive.”°? Certainly all art making is essentially appropriation. The Oxford 
English Dictionary defines “appropriation” as “taking as one’s own or to one’s 
own use.”°* A simple example of this is that poetry and novels rely upon you 
“appropriating” words from some language. Since language is owned by no one 
in particular, you are quite free to do so. Go right ahead. But improvising art 
requires more than just borrowing from language. It requires appropriating from 
life, from the world of ideas, and from the “language” of painting or film or 
sculpture or music. Indeed, it is so basic to artistic improvisation that the novelist 
Margaret Drabble (b. 1939) boldly admits that “appropriation is what novelists 
do. Whatever we write is, knowingly or unknowingly, a borrowing. Nothing 
comes from nowhere.”°° 

The question, then, is simply: how much does any given piece of art depend 
upon another? The answer is: it all depends. For appropriation and dependency 
represent a rather wide spectrum that has representatives all along the way. Even 
if one tries to come up with examples that are truly “original,” one inevitably can 
find influences and sources for such examples. A typical example of an 
“original” piece of art is Igor Stravinsky’s (1882-1971) The Rite of Spring [La 
Sacre du Printemps], which first premiered in 1913. Consider the following 
description of it from 1927: “Harmonic tradition collapsed; everything became 
permissible and it was but necessary to find one’s bearings in these riches 
obtained by this unexpected ‘license’. ... Stravinsky broke down everything at 
one blow.”°° The musicologist and Stravinsky scholar Richard Taruskin quotes 
these words and then says the following: 


Minus the rampant animus, this is more or less how The Rite of Spring is still viewed today. The usual 
account of the work places almost exclusive emphasis on its putative rupture with tradition; and 
despite all his subsequent disclaimers, that is the view the composer chose to abet, increasingly 
alienated as he was from the cultural milieu in which the ballet was conceived. It was, however, 
precisely because The Rite was so profoundly traditional, both as to cultural outlook and as to musical 
technique, that Stravinsky was able to find through it a voice that would serve him through the next 
difficult phase of his career. Precisely because The Rite was neither rupture nor upheaval but a 


magnificent extension, it revealed to Stravinsky a path that would sustain him through a decade of 


unimaginable ruptures and upheavals brought on by events far beyond his control.?” 


Taruskin’s point is that what sounds so new and different is actually very 
strongly grounded in the tradition of Russian music that Stravinsky inherits. The 
Rite is thus marked by its fusion of traditional and modern elements. And 
Taruskin points out that Stravinsky, although wavering back and forth, generally 
chose to promote the “revolutionary” interpretation of the piece, since that made 
The Rite (and thus Stravinsky himself) seem all the more remarkable. Yet this 
kind of rhetoric is just that: ways of talking that make pieces of art seem more 
extraordinary than they really are by overemphasizing the “new” aspects and 
downplaying the more “traditional” ones. However “innovative” a piece of art 
might be, it is always still very strongly dependent upon tradition. The composer 
Pierre Boulez (1925-2016) captures this quite nicely when he says: 


The composer is exactly like you, constantly on the horns of the same dilemma, caught in the same 


dialectic—the great models and an unknown future. He cannot take off into the unknown. When 


people tell me, “I am taking off into the unknown and ignoring the past,” it is complete nonsense.”° 


Indeed, what could “taking off into the unknown” possibly look (or sound) 
like? 

Improvisation on what is available to an artist can take many different forms. 
The painter and sculptor Georges Braque (1882-1963) began to experiment with 
making collages out of newspaper fragments, ticket stubs, pieces of wood, 
fabric, stamps, and other items. Here we have a kind of improvisation that takes 
the detritus of human life and makes it into something artistic. In turn, film 
directors often look to novels for their material. There are various versions of 
Jane Austen novels that attempt to be as “faithful” as possible to the original. 
The photographer Sherrie Levine (b. 1947) has made a career of photographing 
photographs of other photographers and then presenting the results as her own. 
She is known for an exhibition titled “After Edward Weston” (1980) in which 
she presented her photographs of Walker Evans’s photographs. 

Or, to take another example, folk music likewise relies on borrowing and 
“remixing” strands from other pieces of music that can result in either something 
that is very close to an existing song or something quite different from anything 


that already exists. Folk music is so strongly “intertextual” that, if such 
borrowing ceased, so would the very genre. For this reason, the musicologist 
Charles Seeger writes, “The attempt to make sense out of copyright law reaches 
its limit in folk song. For here is the illustration par excellence of the Law of 
Plagiarism. The folk song is, by definition and, as far as we can tell, by reality, 
entirely a product of plagiarism.”°? As I mentioned earlier, rock music would be 
unthinkable without the very direct influence of the blues. It was not just that 
rock musicians were listening to blues musicians and getting ideas; it was that 
they were actually ripping them off. For example, Led Zeppelin’s eponymous 
debut album is heavily indebted to Willie Dixon’s songs “You Shook Me,” “I 
Can’t Quit You Baby,” and “You Need Love.” Of course, once such pieces of 
art start to generate huge revenues, creative borrowing becomes questionable. 
Thus, Dixon sued Led Zeppelin, and the family of African composer Solomon 
Linda, who wrote the song “The Lion Sleeps Tonight” that was used by Disney 
in The Lion King, filed suit against Abilene Music. And Picasso and others 
appropriated from African art back when such borrowing seemed perfectly 
acceptable. More recently, Bob Dylan borrowed from the Confederate poet 
Henry Timrod. Dylan’s “When the Deal Goes Down” has the line “more frailer 
than the flowers, these precious hours,” whereas Timrod’s “Rhapsody of a 
Southern Winter Night” goes: “A round of precious hours ... And strove, with 
logic frailer than the flowers.” 

Perhaps we need to be more honest and simply recognize that borrowing is 
what makes art possible. Back in 1876, Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) had 
already noted: 


Our debt to tradition through reading and conversation is so massive, our protest or private addition so 


rare and insignificant,—and this commonly on the ground of other reading or hearing,—that, in a large 


sense, one would say there is no pure originality. All minds quote.*° 


Of course, there has long been something like a consensus on what kind of 
borrowing is permissible. The poet John Milton (1608-1674) gives us the 
formula in brief: “For such a borrowing as this, if it be not bettered by the 
borrower, among good authors it is accounted Plagiare.”*! Johann Mattheson 
(1681-1784) expands on this idea: “Borrowing is permissible; but one must 
return the thing borrowed with interest, i.e. one must so construct and develop 
imitations that they are prettier and better than the pieces from which they are 
derived.”4+ 

It shouldn’t be difficult to see that defining the role of artists in terms of 
improvisation changes pretty much everything. If artists are indebted to one 


another, there can be no “lone” genius, disconnected from the community. 
Instead, we are all improvisers together, quoting one another, saying the same 
thing in different ways, and giving different perspectives on the same things. 
There is an ever-shifting balance between quotation and originality, between old 
and new, between you and me. Some of what I say is more “mine”; some is 
more “yours”; some is more “tradition.” Getting the exact ownership right may 
be only possible to a certain extent. 
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PART III 


MUSICS 


CHAPTER 8 


LANDMARKS IN THE STUDY OF 
IMPROVISATION 
Perspectives from Ethnomusicology 


BRUNO NETTL 


I once began an essay about improvisation with the sentence, “We probably 
shouldn’t have begun calling it that” (Solis and Nettl 2009, ix). I am still inclined 
to feel that way, not so much because the term means something quite positive 
and in many cases central in the arts, while in everyday life it’s a way of dealing 
with unexpected problems, or a description of failure to make plans. Rather, the 
phenomena that are called “improvisation” in music include a vast array of types 
of creativity, from the choice among two or three ornaments for insertion to 
presentations of totally “free” improvisatory performance; from repertories 
consisting entirely of unplanned renditions to musics in which improvisation is 
limited to brief insertion; from solo to group; and much more, an astonishing 
repertory of kinds of creativity. 

The history of the way improvisation has been studied in the field of 
ethnomusicology to some extent parallels, and in part contrasts with, its 
representation in historical musicology. A most cursory outline of this history in 
historical musicology, beginning in the late nineteenth century, shows 
improvisation becoming very, very gradually more respected and increasingly 
accepted as a subject of historical research, somewhat in concert with the 
gradual acceptance of genres in which improvisation is essential—jazz, 
vernacular musics, experimental genres. Looking in the early literature of 
ethnomusicology (also around 1900) and its predecessor, comparative 
musicology, the term “improvisation” rarely appears, yet when 
ethnomusicologists began to study the ways in which musicians in non-literate 
and folk cultures composed without notation, in what is known as “aural 
tradition,” usually without an overt sense of rules for composing, the assumption 


seemed to be that one was dealing in certain respects with a process related to 
improvisation, creating extemporizations that might later be memorized. It was 
not, however, until the 1970s that ethnomusicologists began to pay significant 
attention to the concept and the term. 

I should like here to examine what ethnomusicologists have done with 
improvisation by introducing a number of issues with which they have engaged, 
and to illustrate them by commenting on a few relevant publications and other 
landmarks. My illustrations will also include studies and cultures in which I have 
had personal experience. 


THE DISCOVERY OF NON-WESTERN MUSIC 


We may consider improvisation as one of three principal ways of music-making 
(with composition or pre-composition and performance); as a variable in a 
continuum in which all forms of music-making contain elements of 
improvisation; as an inferior version of composition; or as a characterization of 
composition in oral traditions. Improvisation may be defined simply as “the 
creation of music in the course of performance,” but the concept includes a 
multitude of phenomena; as said above, its role in the spectrum of music has 
been evaluated variously. Clearly, improvisation is in some way a factor in all 
musical systems, and a major factor in certain ones. One might thus have 
expected ethnomusicology, when it began to develop around the turn of the 
twentieth century, to recognize it as a significant issue. 

It is true that that there is no way of distinguishing improvised from 
precomposed music just by hearing it, if one is ignorant of the musical culture or 
social context. Concern with improvisation as distinct from other processes 
seems not to have been explicitly a part of the discovery of world music by 
European scholars just before and after 1900, the period in which 
ethnomusicology (known then by its earlier name, “comparative musicology”) 
was getting started. It may indeed be surprising that the word “improvisation” 
(or any of its synonyms) appears rarely, if ever, in the early literature of 
ethnomusicology, and the concept is virtually untouched by the early scholars in 
this field. Searching in the works of the most influential scholar in the formative 
years, Erich M. von Hornbostel, who—largely with his habitual collaborator 
Otto Abraham—examined, transcribed, and analyzed a large number of 
collections of recordings, I find little study of the relationship between 
composition and performance. This is readily understandable, since Hornbostel 


usually had only recordings of performances at hand, and only one recording of 
any song or piece or unit of musical thought. In the mentioned study by 
Abraham and Hornbostel (1903-4), the issue does arise, in a way that seems to 
me to characterize the typical attitude of the early twentieth century. 

Hornbostel (with Abraham) here introduces Indian music, using a style of 
rhetoric and procedure that he used also for musics of other cultures—Salish 
Indians, Tunisians, Turks—beginning with a number of transcribed melodies. 
After presenting the transcriptions, he discusses scales at great length, and only 
then comes to the concept of raga, beginning (my translation: “We must now 
concern ourselves with a concept whose understanding provides great 
difficulties for the European observer—the concept of raga” (Abraham and 
Hornbostel 1903-4, 362). In a sophisticated way, referring also to the pioneering 
work of Sir William Jones (1792), the linguist who first, among Europeans, 
noted the raga concept, and S. M. Tagore (1896), the Indian scholar who tried to 
show relationships between Indian, European, and other world musics, 
Hornbostel and Abraham discuss the ways in which raga as a concept provides 
rules for composing melody. But the notion that one could look at Indian music 
as a dyad—first the ragas and the compositions based on them, and second, the 
final, unique performance—was not really clear to him. Yet Hornbostel suggests 
that raga is a kind of melodic skeleton or “type,” which became generalized from 
what was once a more specific composition. He says (my translation): “There 
are thus no composers in our sense of the word, since all compositions are 
variations of an ancient theme. On the other hand, each performer (reproducing 
musician) is at the same time a composer (producing artist), since the performer 
never learns a comprehensive composition” (395). 

At the same time, matters such as what the musician offers on top of the 
learned skeleton, or how a raga is realized differently by various musicians who 
have learned the same things (or by one musician on various occasions), seem to 
Hornbostel not to be important components of the music. As much as Hornbostel 
was frequently an innovator, in this respect his approach is a faithful illustration 
of European scholarship in the first third of the twentieth century. 


A CONCEPT IN THE HISTORY OF WESTERN MUSIC 


Among musicians in Western classical music, the term “improvisation” was first 
used widely in the first half of the twentieth century, and it gradually gained in 
respectability in the world of musical modemity, while synonyms such as 


“extemporizing” or “ad-libbing” have declined in use in the English-speaking 
world. Music historians have been concerned with improvisation for over a 
century, beginning particularly with the study of Baroque ornamentation and 
concerto cadenzas, but the first attempt to synthesize the various kinds of 
improvisation in Western art music as a single concept was made by Emst 
Ferand, a Hungarian scholar whose concern with improvisation may have 
stemmed from his interest in music education and the work of Emile Jaques- 
Dalcroze (1921), concerns that set him apart from the typical musicologist of his 
era. After publishing his 1938 survey, Die Improvisation in der Musik, Ferand 
migrated to America and taught at the New School for Social Research, an 
institution specializing in the unconventional. Well after Ferand, the study of 
improvisation in historical musicology remained at best a marginal sub-field. 
Although famous composers and performers—Mozart, Beethoven. Liszt, Clara 
Schumann—had been identified as great improvisers for decades, it was not until 
the 1990s that music historians began to look for evidence of what they actually 
did (see Goertzen in Nettl and Russell 1998; Kinderman, Hatten, and Temperley 
in Solis and Nettl 2009). By contrast, of course, improvisation has always been 
significant in the study of jazz history—itself for long regarded as a marginal 
area of music history. 

Ferand’s history actually ends in the Baroque period, and separates vocal and 
instrumental practices. There is a chapter on “primitive,” ancient, and oriental 
music in which, using the small quantity of material available to him, he 
provides a classification of the ways in which the concept of improvisation 
might be distinguished from music-making in general in non-literate societies. 
Although this rarely-cited chapter of Ferand’s in particular seems never to have 
been very influential in the development of studies of non-Western musics, the 
book as a whole did begin to carve out a niche for the study of improvisation in 
musicology at large. Interestingly, Ferand’s interest in improvisation was 
substantially practical. Throughout the book, he mentions improvisation as a 
significant method in music education, important as a way of generally 
developing musicianship. Among his statements of acknowledgment, the name 
of Jaques-Dalcroze comes first—before expressions of thanks to various 
professors—as the leading figure in developing the teaching of improvisation, 
and of creative music education at large. Ferand’s foreword begins, “The 
immediate stimulus of this work was the desire to create a historical and 
psychological basis for the practical experience of the pedagogue of music” (ix). 

After his immigration to the United States in 1938, for two or three decades 
Ferand was regarded as the principal authority on the scholarly study of 
improvisation, becoming the typical contributor on the subject in reference 


works, and a compiler of anthologies. While his chapter on non-Western music 
(1938, 35-81) doesn’t provide detailed study of any musical culture, Ferand’s 
book has a legacy in ethnomusicology. He understood that composition and 
improvisation are not separated by a sharp boundary, but constitute opposite 
ends of a continuum; that improvisation may play a special role in musical 
change resulting from culture change and culture contact; that the way in which 
improvisation is taught should be a central area of concern; and finally, that the 
understanding of improvisation and its history requires a confluence of 
disciplines. 


Is (WAS) FOLK MUSIC IMPROVISED? 


Curiously, the literature of ethnomusicology up to the 1960s contains little that is 
devoted specifically to improvisation, and the term does not appear frequently. 
Fundamental works dealing with ethnomusicology as a whole, such as Jaap 
Kunst’s Ethnomusicology (3rd ed. 1959), Alan P. Merriam’s Anthropology of 
Music (1964), Mantle Hood’s essay, “Music the Unknown” (1963), and even my 
own Theory and Method in Ethnomusicology (1964) mention it not at all or, at 
best, just in passing. There is one area of scholarship, however, in which there 
was considerable interest in a phenomenon that is arguably the result of 
improvisation: the study of European and Euro-American folk music. A large 
number of scholars accumulated and published a great deal of material that could 
facilitate certain kinds of improvisation research. 

Throughout the late nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries, 
large collections of folk music were created in Europe and the United States, and 
in some nations the collecting focused in part on the accumulation of variants of 
tunes and texts. Among the most important collectors were those of Hungarian, 
English, and Anglo-American folk music. The discovery that a group of tunes 
could be shown to have significant similarities and—using accompanying verbal 
texts for corroboration—might arguably have developed from a common 
ancestor, led to the development, in Hungarian scholarship, of the concept of 
“type,” and in American scholarship, to the concept of “tune family.” The 
identification of tune relationships has been a matter of speculation, and it is 
difficult to know what to make of the contentions that in Hungarian folk songs 
there are several hundred independent “types” (Jardanyi 1964), while according 
to Samuel Bayard (1950, 1953), Anglo-American folk music has some fifty 
families of which seven dominate. 


Some tune families, Bayard proposed, consist of simple variations of a tune; a 
singer, one might postulate, learned a tune and then, for reasons of personal 
creativity, failing memory, or a wish to imitate, sang it differently. These 
changes were probably made in a process that could be regarded as 
improvisation—the challenge to the singer might be an attempt to overcome 
failing memory, the wish to develop a unique version, or the desire to sing that 
newly learned song in a way that reminded him or her of another tune. Another 
tune family illustrates, as a further developmental technique, the subtraction or 
addition of melodic lines. Thus, a tune with four distinct lines ABCD, might be 
reduced to CDCD, subsequently expanded to CDEF, and finally reduced to EF 
(see Bayard 1954). These changes must have taken place with the singer making 
decisions in the course of performance, decisions to make changes that were 
sometimes remembered and memorized. 

Just how a singer in a musical culture with oral transmission developed a 
variant would be difficult to observe, and the culture bearers may not be in a 
position to report. Ex post facto analysis is our only recourse. B. H. Bronson (b. 
1959), assembling all of the tunes he could find that are sung with the so-called 
Child ballads, discovered, for example, 141 tunes collected for the ballad “Lady 
Isabel and the Elf Knight.” Ninety-seven of these, he believed, had the kinds of 
similarities that could persuade him to suggest some kind of “relationship,” with 
the assumption that all of them may ultimately go back to a single ancestor 
melody. I suggest that the process by which these variants developed can be 
considered improvisation, and that these studies of tune families in the middle of 
the twentieth century comprise a significant part of the history of improvisation 
research. 


IMPROVISATION AND ORAL ‘TRANSMISSION 


It may be argued that the process of creating variants is not properly 
improvisation, and that true improvisation can only be identified in societies in 
which there is also, and definitively, non-improvised music. Although folksong 
scholars mentioned above don’t bring up the concept of improvisation, there is a 
strand of scholarship that identifies a close relationship between oral tradition 
and improvisation. The work that most influentially and clearly identifies this 
relationship is Albert B. Lord’s The Singer of Tales (1960), which, in the course 
of analyzing the epic song tradition in South Slavic cultures, used an approach 
that was to continue playing an important role in research on musical 


improvisation for some time. It concerned the concept of “model,” or, as I have 
preferred to call it, point of departure—whatever it is that the performer has in 
mind as a basis for improvisations. Actually, Lord’s analysis is principally 
concerned with the words of the epics, and his purpose was not to provide a 
general theory, but to find clues in the modern Balkans for discovering the 
processes used in the development of the Homeric epics. 

Lord identifies units in the narrative of South Slavic epics—major events in a 
long story, brief encounters, short descriptive passages, short quotations—that 
epic singers learn, memorize, and then, as qualified singers, manipulate, by 
introducing or omitting, changing order, lengthening and shortening, and varying 
in many ways, making each performance of an epic poem unique. Lord calls 
these units “formulas” and “themes.” The music of the epics, consisting of 
melodic bits that accompany the ten-syllable lines of poetry, does not exhibit an 
explicit relationship to the story, but in a typical epic there may be two, three, 
four melodic types, which appear in innumerable slightly varied forms and with 
varying degrees of ornamentation and melismas. As the scene in the plot 
changes, the singer may shift to a new (and then many times repeated) tune, so 
that the juxtaposition of tunes roughly parallels the juxtaposition of verbal 
themes and formulas. Moreover, there is an inverse relationship between the 
degree of activity in the music and the words. Thus, during sections of the poem 
that describe fast-moving events, the music tends to be quick and repetitive and 
unornamented, but where there is expansive description and contemplation, the 
singer becomes more inventive and there is greater variation. 

Lord does not refer to this repertory and the processes just mentioned as 
improvised or as improvisation, using instead the concept of “orality”; the terms 
“oral poetry” and “oral composition” are used to distinguish the repertory from 
written traditions. I won’t speculate why the term “improvisation” never comes 
up, except to suggest that it may have implied a far greater departure from any 
model than is found in the epics, and, for that matter, in the development of 
variants in English and Anglo-American folk songs. An epic singer would not 
speak of “improvising upon” the story of Marko the King’s son, but would say 
that he is simply singing the story of Marko; clearly the same is true of the folk 
singer describing her song as “her own way of singing Barbara Allen,” rather 
than “my ideas about Barbara Allen.” (The same kind of thing is true, to be sure, 
of musicians in styles such as Indian and Persian classical music, even though 
there the notion of improvisation is more readily accepted.) The collection edited 
by Lortat-Jacob (1987) and especially the editor’s own essay, “Improvisation: Le 
modele et ses réalisations” (45-66) clarifies the relationship. 

Lord’s book, while not principally about the music of the sung epics, was 


nevertheless very influential in ethnomusicology and led directly to two areas in 
which ethnomusicologists became interested beginning in the late 1960s and on: 
the way in which improvisation is learned, and the juxtaposition of units of 
music as a fundamental technique of much improvisation. 


THE STUDY OF MODELS OR POINTS OF DEPARTURE 


As pointed out, one of the strands of intellectual work that led to the study of 
improvisation per se came from the concept of oral transmission, in which the 
word “improvisation” is only occasionally mentioned. Something similar might 
be said about a second strand, the study of the points of departure, or models, for 
improvisation in a number of cultures (see Zonis 1973, Nettl 1974, and also 
Lortat-Jacob 1978 for early uses of the concept). Most prominent here are the 
modal systems of South and West Asia, for these are usually presented, by the 
musicians in these cultures, as the center of the musical system rather than as an 
inspirational or perhaps pedagogical device for the production of music. In the 
literature of ethnomusicology, the concepts here—raga in South Asia, and 
maqam in West Asia (with variants of the term, such as makam, mugam, and in 
twentieth-century Iran, dastgah)—were presented, through most of the twentieth 
century, as “the” music, with the concept of improvisation hardly considered— 
understandably, to be sure. If asked what was central to the Indian systems of 
music, an Indian musician was—and is—likely to bring up the ragas, and only in 
passing or later speak of the improvisatory genres that are based on ragas, such 
as alapana, jor, jhala, and gat (in North India), or alapana, tanam, niraval, and 
kalpana swaram (in the South). Thus, it is interesting to see that until the 1960s, 
a large body of literature developed describing ragas and maqams, their origins, 
their relationships, their individual characteristics in scale and melodic pattern, 
but hardly anything was done to investigate what it was that musicians actually 
did “with” the ragas and magams. 

It cannot be said that earlier scholars were not aware of the role of these 
models as points of departure. Ferand (70) approvingly quotes Robert Lachmann 
(1929), who first suggested the term “model” as applying to the systems of 
South and West Asia and pointed out their commonality. “Every musician has 
the liberty to invent a new melody in one of the extant rags or maqams, and it is 
a sign of mastery for a musician to move as freely as possible without injuring 
the specific characteristics of the selected model” (Lachmann, 60). The general 
characteristics of the system were at least intuitively understood by 


musicologists, but the discovery of just what these models were like and how 
they related to each other, and then, more importantly, what the performer could 
do—even more important, actually did do—with them, was a later development. 

Works by Walter Kaufmann and Nazir Ali Jairazbhoy on ragas, and Mehdi 
Barkechli on Persian dastgahs, are classics in the description of the points of 
departure. Kaufmann’s and Jairazbhoy’s works represent the climax of the 
period in which scholars dealt principally with ragas as models, a history that 
had, in Europe, begun around 1800. Indian musicians and intellectuals built a 
system of abstracted melodic materials—scales, required ornaments, moods and 
non-musical associations—consisting of hundreds of units and perhaps infinitely 
expandable in theory. Kaufmann’s two books (1968, 1976), on North and South 
Indian ragas respectively, are the most comprehensive discussions of the raga 
system in English. Each presents the tonal, melodic, and emotional/aesthetic 
characteristics of hundreds of ragas, discusses such matters as ornamentation, 
appropriate performance times, and rasa (glossed as “taste,” but actually 
meaning personification or individual identity). The 1968 volume provides 
discussion of rhythmic structure and performance structures as well. Kaufmann 
(1968, 28-29) shows the stages in the performance of khyal and dhrupad, and 
quite clearly implies that this is material created by the performer in accordance 
with rules or patterns. Describing the “tans” of khyal, he writes: “In this part we 
observe complex figurations and variations which are all performed in strict 
rhythm. ... This part offers the soloist an opportunity to show his artistry. His 
improvisation with the strictly delineated confines of the raga leads here to fast 
coloratura passages which, according to their shape, the Indian musician 
describes as zigzags, elephant-calls, garlands, waterfalls, fountains, rainbows” 
(29-30). The student of improvisation would have wished to know how different 
musicians carried out these structural principles, or how one musician differed 
from another. But in this distinguished work, Kaufmann considered it as more 
important to identify and describe the material that musicians used as points of 
departure. 

Jairazbhoy (1971) is concerned most with the origins and interrelationships of 
the ragas, devoting only a bit of space to the mention of improvisation, whose 
importance he of course acknowledges, and whose general structure he 
describes, but without attention to the ways in which different musicians make 
their unique decisions. Thus, he says insightfully, “It must be stressed that the 
melodic improvisations are not variations of the composition itself, but 
elaborations of the different features of the rag” (1971, 31). 

These major works (by an Indian and a Western scholar) are illustrative of the 
general trends in the study of Indian music. Clearly, what actually happens in a 


performance, and the things to which the audience responds, are the creations— 
improvisations, if you wish—of the performers. Yet scholarship has 
concentrated on the nature of ragas, the points of departure. In seeking reasons 
for this peculiarity in scholarly development, one may be inclined to look to the 
norms of research in Western music, where scholars have always concentrated 
on the composition and its most authentic form, giving little attention (but some 
acknowledgment) to performance practice, improvisation, the work of individual 
performers, or the concept of variants. Western students of Indian music would 
have been tempted to emphasize the ragas in order to show that Indian music has 
units comparable to the masterworks of European music. But in fact, Indian 
scholars themselves have similarly concentrated on the ragas, although they did, 
in my experience, often mention great performers, whose interpretations they 
sometimes characterized. 

In contrast to the theoretically infinitely expandable raga system, the classical 
musicians of Iran established, in the late nineteenth century, a closed system of 
melodic units, known as the radif, that served as a point of departure for 
improvisation and composition. Like research in Indian music, scholarship on 
Persian music at first concentrated largely on this body of material (see e.g., 
Farhat 1991, publication of a dissertation completed ca. 25 years earlier). The 
principal body of European and American research on Persian music through 
most of the twentieth century was concerned with the structure and the 
characteristics of the radif and its constituent parts. Moreover, most of the 
serious publications on Persian music by scholars and musicians in Iran were 
devoted to reproducing the radif—in notation, and in sound recordings. The radif 
is usually described as a repertory of music consisting of between 250 and 300 
short melodies generally called “gushehs” (corners); these are grouped into 
twelve modes or dastgahs, each of which has a distinctive scale (in a system 
using whole and half tones as well as intervals approximating 3/4 and 5/3 tones. 
The question of the classification of the dastgahs (e.g., are there twelve, or 
thirteen, or seven plus five secondary ones, etc.) is a major subject of debate by 
Iranian musicians and scholars. Each gusheh has a distinct melody, and although 
one gusheh may appear in more than one dastgah, it is clearly recognizable 
although often different intervals are used. Moreover, gushehs may be totally 
non-metric, or have specific meter, or they may be metrically intermediate. The 
radif is a complex system, and musicians do not perform it per se but use it for 
pedagogy and practice, for inspiration—and of course, as a point of departure for 
improvisation. The radif, therefore, is in a sense “music,” but it may really be 
more properly considered source material for making music. 

If we take it as a basic assumption that all improvisation is somehow based on 


something pre-existing, some kind of point of departure—an existing tune, a 
series of chords, a group of style imperatives, a system of modes such as ragas, a 
precisely delineated system such as the radif—it is interesting to see that the 
history of research in Persian music has been more dominated by the “point of 
departure,” the radif, than is the case in other musics, although Indian music 
would be a close second. Debates about the history, various degrees of 
authenticity, and structure, and perhaps more, the best way to interpret the 
structure of the radif itself, long constituted the bulk of literature, from the 
presentation of the radif concept itself by Iranian scholars (Khaleqi 1937, 
Khatschi 1961, Barkechli 1963) to presentations of individual radifs (e.g., 
During 1984), to interpretations (Zonis 1973, Farhat 1991, Nettl 1992). The 
classic studies in Persian music corresponding to Kaufmann’s books on ragas is 
the complete notation of the radif of the authoritative musician Musa Ma’ aroufi, 
edited with analytical and historical remarks by Mehdi Barkechli (1963); 
Massoudieh’s (1978) study of Mahmoud Karimi, and During’s (1991) of Nour- 
Ali Boroumand. 


FROM MODEL TO PERFORMANCE 


The typical ethnomusicologist studying improvisation, it seems to me, would 
consider it a major issue to learn how different musicians might “improvise 
upon,” or if you will, “perform,” different models—ragas, and dastgahs of the 
radif. Actually, Western scholars began to exhibit improvisations by presenting 
them in notated transcriptions quite early in the history of improvisation 
research. For Indian music, Kaufmann gives notations to illustrate what can be 
done. Zonis and Farhat, in their presentations of the radif, provide notations of 
sample improvisations. However, what ought, in my opinion, to be of principal 
interest to scholars is the way in which individual musicians differ in how they 
interpret, improvise upon, and perform music based on models—what it is they 
actually do creatively with a given model. I suggest that the most effective way 
of doing this is by comparing performances (by one or more musicians) based on 
the model. This, I believe, is the central kind of analytical research that can be 
carried out—by ethnomusicologists—on music directly, in contrast to questions 
raised in the anthropology of music. 

But how to compare different improvised performances of, say, Raga 
Shankarabharanam, or Dastgah of Shur, or, if you will, any popular or show tune 
(see e.g., Thompson 1978)? From the considerable number of extant studies, let 


me comment on a couple. The basic assumption is that the model (e.g., a raga) or 
the model system (e.g., system of ragas, or the radif) improvisers use contains a 
vocabulary of materials upon which they draw, making choices dictated by their 
own creativity, by their education, or by custom. 

A pioneering study of South Indian improvisation is the 1974 dissertation on 
Carnatic music by the distinguished musician and scholar T. Viswanathan 
(published in abbreviated form in 1977), which compares the section “raga 
alapana” (the introductory, but normally the most personally distinctive section 
of a performance) by five musicians rendering six different ragas. The bases of 
comparison are relative frequency of pitches used, typical phrases, selection and 
distribution of ornament types, and relationship and relative length of four 
sections that make up the typical structure: introduction and arrival at the upper 
octave, development of the upper octave, fast passages, and movement toward 
conclusion. Viswanathan’s purpose was not to show the uniqueness of individual 
performers or the nature of improvisation as compared to rendering of composed 
pieces, but to define the nature of raga alapana by showing what a number of 
performances had in common, examining actual recorded performances rather 
than simply stating rules that he himself would follow. This study tells us what 
improvisation consists of: it identifies norms and variation, and it gives some 
insight into the process of decision-making by musicians. 

Several studies of Persian music, carried out at approximately the same time, 
followed along somewhat similar lines. Mohammad T. Massoudieh (1968), 
studying the dastgah of Shur, gives a set of “rules” governing the development 
of a performance by improvising musicians, but based only on the transcription 
of one extended performance and two shorter ones in derivative dastgahs of 
Afshari and Dashti. Eckart Wilkens (1967) compared the performing styles of 
two musicians, but using a different set of dastgahs for each, with the purpose of 
showing differences between professional and amateur musicians. Wilkens 
draws generalizing conclusions about the performance styles of the two 
musicians, distinguishing between what he calls the “personal” component 
(referring mainly to the non-metric improvised “avaz”) and the characteristics of 
the composed repertory. 

In the late 1960s, I had occasion to study the structure of the radif and aspects 
of performance practice, and determined to look at one important aspect of the 
decision-making process of improvisers, that is, the selection of gushehs in the 
performance of avaz, and their order. Working mainly in Tehran for close to a 
year, I set out to record, and also to find recordings of, as many performances of 
the dastgah of Chahargah, as I could. Analysis of the avaz portion of the 
performances revealed a number of tendencies, from which one could suggest 


norms and variations in the musicians’ selection of material—determining what 
was obligatory, what was common, what was acceptable but rare, and so forth. 
Limited as this study was, it may be the largest piece of research trying to use 
controls and variation in shedding light on certain aspects of what happens in a 
system of improvised music (see Nettl 1992, 2002) 

But the intersection of a body of music acquired under controlled 
circumstances, the nature of a musical culture, and the vagaries of fieldwork 
suggest that carrying out such a study may have unforeseen difficulties. Briefly, 
on my Tehran study, as an example: the kinds of performances described by 
musicians as most characteristic of avaz took place in circumstances in which 
recording was forbidden. Formal concert performances too could not often be 
recorded. It turned out that different musical practices dominated performances 
for LP recordings and for live events. And since any one dastgah is not 
performed in recordable situations very frequently, I had to develop my corpus 
of materials in large measure by employing musicians and eliciting 
performances. For a number of reasons, these might or might not have 
represented the decision-making processes that musicians might have used in 
other circumstances. Thus, looking at the situation more broadly, I suspect that 
the results of studying the process of improvisation could vary greatly by the 
social circumstances and contexts of the particular performances. Nevertheless, 
if we are to learn something of the way in which musicians move from model or 
point of departure to performance, using a large corpus to learn how different 
musicians (and one performer on different occasions) improvise upon one model 
seems to me to be a technique of considerable promise. 

One of the characteristics of ethnomusicological research is the juxtaposition 
of an investigator’s analytical perspective with the viewpoints of culture bearers 
whose music is subject of investigation. Although it would seem to be ideal if 
one found the two viewpoints to be congruent, there is a good deal to be learned 
from the contrast of perspectives. In the case of my research in Iran, musicians 
could not quite see what I would gain by looking comparatively at performances 
of the same dastgah by different performers, except to ascertain which musician 
comes closest to being “right,” being most authentic. I believe that this judgment 
of my work was a result of the fact that musicians took for granted the kinds of 
unity and diversity found characterizing their art as a whole, and if elicited, 
might have been able to give a generalized picture of my findings. As it was, 
when I explained in detail what I was about and what I thought I had found, 
musicians sometimes said, “That’s right; you have understood us correctly, but I 
never thought of looking at it that way.” 


LEARNING AND TEACHING 


Just how musicians learn to improvise has not explicitly been a field of special 
interest in ethnomusicology, but studying a society’s comprehension of a 
musical system that incorporates improvisation has played an important role. 
There is great variety. For example, many studies and presentations have 
regarded the Persian radif as a pedagogical tool, or perhaps better said, a 
pedagogical system, a kind of complex device for learning to improvise. When I 
asked my teacher, Nour-Ali Boroumand, how he taught improvisation, he 
replied to the effect that he simply taught the radif, and the radif would teach a 
student how to improvise, and would contain all the musical techniques and 
ideas needed for improvisation. By contrast in Carnatic music, although the 
individual approach of a teacher is stressed, a complex set of exercises is often 
taught, providing the basic vocabulary for improvised performance. The teacher 
eventually also imparts short pieces in improvisatory style to be memorized, 
before the student embarks on independent attempts. In all of this, what is 
learned are the rules and techniques for faithfully adhering to the model, to the 
raga, and to the ways of using tala and the non-metric rhythmic structures. A 
pioneer work in the study of teaching South Indian music was the PhD 
dissertation of Robert E. Brown (1965) who recorded and then analyzed the 
lessons of his teacher. Another approach to understanding the teaching of 
improvisation was followed by Daniel Neuman (1980), who examined the 
teaching of North Indian music by looking at the social and musical relationships 
between teacher and students in Hindustani music. 

The student examining research on jazz quickly realizes the difficulty of 
separating ethnomusicology from other kinds of music research. While the 
enormous literature on jazz devotes some attention to teaching (e.g., McKinney 
1978 and Shim 2007, both dissertations on the teaching of Lennie Tristano), only 
a few authors contributing to the literature on jazz identify themselves 
specifically as ethnomusicologists, and few works are informed by the principles 
of the field. In my opinion, the most significant work in this sphere, and a major 
landmark of ethnomusicology at large, is Paul Berliner’s Thinking in Jazz 
(1994). This book may stand as the most important contribution to improvisation 
study by an ethnomusicologist, and Berliner devotes a large proportion of it to 
observing, describing, and analyzing how jazz musicians learn to improvise. In 
effect, Berliner is saying that to understand jazz one must comprehend 
something of the way it is taught and learned. Indeed, this is the principal 
contribution of this monumental work, concentrating as it does on the 


interrelationships of learning a repertory of pieces, hearing and imitating 
masters, memorizing recordings, interacting with musicians individually and in 
groups, and building cultural and personal identity. He analyzes the interaction 
of groups in the building of a repertory. In contrast to Persian and Carnatic 
music, jazz and its processes and culture are learned with a heterogeneous set of 
processes, which Berliner synthesizes in the context of social, biographical, and 
cultural analysis. What makes’ Berliner’s book specifically an 
ethnomusicological contribution is its emphasis on presenting and developing 
the relationship between insider and outsider perspectives, and his construction 
of a synthetic theory of improvisation based on the study of sixty musicians. 


ETHNOMUSICOLOGY, IMPROVISATION, AND THE 
STUDY OF CULTURE 


In the period after 1990, ethnomusicologists have increasingly turned from the 
technical study of the music text to the study of music in (or as) culture, realizing 
the goal of Alan Merriam, who in 1964 suggested that it was this emphasis that 
set ethnomusicology apart from other musical disciplines. To be sure, studies of 
the technicalities of music continued to play a role in ethnomusicology, but the 
most important direction, as summarized most recently by the essays in Henry 
Stobart’s edited collection The New (Ethno)musicologies (2009), deals with 
music among the domains of culture. 

Ingrid Monson’s work over more than a decade may serve as a landmark for 
this strand of intellectual history. Saying Something: Jazz Improvisation and 
Interaction (1996), a book studying the rhythm sections of jazz ensembles by 
juxtaposing performances and musicians’ verbal articulations, contemplates 
improvisation as primarily an interactive event, and presents jazz improvisations 
as expressions of identity, politics, and culture, and as shaper, itself, of social 
communities and networks. Freedom Sounds (2007) studies the relationship of 
jazz with the civil rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s. “Jazz as Political 
and Musical Practice” (2009) attempts to define the role of jazz improvisation in 
contemplating what Monson calls the “big” and the “small” questions: “power, 
hegemony, globalization, economics, modernity” (in the first case) and “the 
construction of communities, aesthetics, political resistance” (in the second case) 
(Monson 2009, 21). Improvisation as a metaphor for freedom is a recurring 
motif in Monson’s work and in related studies. 

It is interesting to be reminded of certain ways in which the (admittedly rather 


short) history of improvisation research has a certain unity. Thus, the notion of 
jazz musicians and their audience as community, stressed by Berliner and 
Monson, is the subject of one of the earliest specifically ethnomusicological 
studies in jazz, the article “The Jazz Community” by Alan Merriam and 
Raymond Mack (1960). At the same time, the concept of improvisation as 
metaphor of freedom is suggested in the discourse by Iranian musicians (Nettl 
1980), where the idea of freedom to make decisions—from the choice to 
perform to deciding what dastgah to perform, on to the details of performance 
choices as the order of gushehs, the development of motifs, and the selection of 
Omaments—are all seen as part of the same process, a process associated with 
the absence of (or freedom from) rhythmic requirements. 


CONCLUSION 


The ethnomusicological study of improvisation from a variety of perspectives 
has made great strides. I don’t know who first taught “-ological” courses on 
improvisation; perhaps it was Ferand in his experience at the New School. But 
when, in 1972, I undertook to give a graduate seminar on improvisation in my 
department, the announcement was greeted with considerable astonishment, 
since it was widely believed that improvisation was essentially a mystery that 
could not be explained, and because there were still many who thought of this as 
a craft inferior to the art of composition, perhaps a sort of a third world of music 
making. In the twenty-first century, seminars on improvisation are taught at 
many institutions, and the subject is widely accepted. 

At the same time, while books by single authors synthesizing the world of 
improvisation from an ethnomusicological perspective have not appeared, 
several collections of essays, each covering much of the world, have been 
published. The earliest—already mentioned above—edited by Lortat-Jacob 
(1987) resulted from conferences in Tours and Cologne (1983 and 1984), and 
contains several contributions of a methodological sort—most prominently by 
Lortat-Jacob himself, Monique Brandily, and Jean During—plus twenty brief 
case studies, seven of which are concerned with African music. Although this 
collection examines a number of fundamental issues in improvisation study, its 
emphasis is on the relationship of models or points of departure to performance. 
Interestingly, however, the collection also grapples with the question of 
definition, of which a small anthology provided by fourteen of the book’s 
authors provides an indication of the many concepts and processes that might be 


subsumed under the term. Two other collections in which I myself was involved 
(Nettl and Russell 1998, Solis and Nettl 2009) suggest the desirability of erasing 
the boundaries between ethnomusicology and other forms of music scholarship. 
The 2009 collection provides close to equal volume to non-Western, jazz, and 
Western classical musics. 

It may be helpful to look at the overall history of research in musical 
improvisation after 1950 as beginning with an understanding that the many 
forms subsumed under the term may have important things in common, as 
musical and social process, but moving on to realization, and in recent years, to 
an appreciation of the heterogeneity of its manifestations. I am obliged to return 
to my initial question: Does it make sense to apprehend improvisation as a single 
unitary process, from Baroque ornamentation to the development of ragas and 
the interpretations of the radif and on to jazz and free improvisation, or would 
we as scholars be better off returning to culture- and genre-specific perspectives? 
We may wish to reassess our progress. 
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CHAPTER 9 


SAVING IMPROVISATION 
Hummel and the Free Fantasia in the Early Nineteenth 
Century 


DANA GOOLEY 


WITHIN the long history of improvisation in western Europe, the early nineteenth 
century is generally viewed as a period of precipitous decline. In Ernest Ferand’s 
foundational history of improvisation in western music, as well as Peter 
Schleuning’s history of the fantasia genre, the early nineteenth century has the 
appearance of a valedictory period, where the last remnants of a once vital 
improvisatory tradition sputter forth one last time.' This spectral image of 
improvisation in the first half of the nineteenth century has been significantly 
altered over the past two decades by studies that document vigorous practices of 
preluding and free extemporization among most of the significant instrumental 
composers—Beethoven, Schubert, Mendelssohn, Chopin, Schumann, Liszt—as 
well as many lesser-known contemporaries.* Yet if the “gap of nearly one 
hundred and fifty years” (1800-1950) once described by George E. Lewis might 
need to be narrowed down slightly, there is little question that by 1850 the 
discourse and practice of improvisation had taken a back seat in the concerns of 
European musical life.? Around 1800 it was widely understood that a trained 
keyboardist, or even a trained violinist, would improvise as a matter of course. 
Fifty years later it had become relatively rare, continued mainly by two 
distinguished composer-pianists of an older generation: Ferdinand Hiller and 
Ignaz Moscheles. There were occasional calls for the complete abolition of 
improvisation, and few spoke out in its defense. Why did this practice, so 
positively valued and actively practiced around 1800, decline so rapidly, and 
with so little regret? How was its decline linked with changes in society, politics, 
and musical aesthetics in the first half of the nineteenth century? 

Scholars have suggested a number of reasons for the decline of improvisation. 


Robin Moore argues that the vastly expanded concert audience of the nineteenth 
century had lost the capacity to “follow” improvisation and thereby lost interest 
as well.* In Moore’s view, a sophisticated knowledge of musical styles, 
harmony, and background schemes was necessary to comprehend both the 
inventiveness and spontaneity of improvisation and the more general difference 
between improvised and composed music. Mozart’s success in public 
improvisation, for example, was related to the intensive cultivation of music 
among amateurs in Vienna, and the small size of the concert venues he played 
in, which assured him a select audience. Pianists of the early-mid nineteenth 
century, by contrast, played for a much larger audience with a lower level of 
musical “education.” Improvisation, then, was an elite practice that thrived in 
absolutist societies, but could not adapt to the “democratization” of musical 
audiences that marked the nineteenth century. 

Another factor in the decline of improvisation was the increasing regulative 
force of the “work” aesthetic in the nineteenth century. In the years 1820-1860 
musicians, critics, and audiences promulgated and internalized a new standard of 
musical value privileging carefully crafted, architectonically meditated musical 
creations of an individuated, distinctive character—“works”—that could be 
heard and enjoyed repeatedly to form a kind of collective cultural property or 
canon. The work idea isolated and valorized a particular mode of musical 
creation—composition of a meditated, reflected sort—and shifted other modes 
of musical creation such as execution and improvisation into a position of 
deficiency or lack. In a musical culture where the work idea was gaining force, 
the ephemeral values of delivery and spontaneous invention were at a distinct 
disadvantage, and were increasingly polarized against the values of the work. 
Carl Dahlhaus and others have shown how the growing tension between 
performance-centered “virtuosos” and work-centered “interpreters” played out in 
the career of Liszt, who was trained in virtuoso improvisation by his teacher 
Czemy, but eventually abjured improvisation and reoriented himself toward the 
culture of works.° 

Another factor contributing to the decline of improvisation was a shift in 
musical institutions and the music profession. In the eighteenth century the 
profession of Kapellmeister or maitre de chapelle was normally held by a 
keyboardist, who was asked to fulfill a variety of musical roles in which 
improvisation was essential. He might be summoned to lead an orchestra, 
accompany a guest singer or instrumentalist, play the organ for a solemn service, 
or play privately for a prince or visiting diplomat. To fulfill these demands on 
short notice he needed to be a highly capable keyboard improviser in many 


different styles. He might equally as well be called upon to compose, in a short 
space of time, a festive cantata, mass, symphony, or opera, and to fumish 
publishers with songs, chamber music, and keyboard pieces. The capacity to 
improvise was far less essential for keyboardists born after 1800, who could 
increasingly make a living playing public concerts to large audiences, teaching 
privately, and above all, publishing pieces for the burgeoning amateur market. 
These activities mutually reinforced one another: a successful public concert 
would attract potential students and potential consumers, and a successful series 
of sheet music publications would attract those consumers to the concert hall. 
Whereas the eighteenth-century Kapellmeister-in-training invested much of his 
time developing improvisational and compositional skill in many different styles 
(and even on different keyboard instruments), the post-1800 keyboardist could 
invest himself more exclusively in refining his piano technique and writing 
pieces in a popular style for the market. Instead of cultivating improvisational 
skill in multiple styles, the modern pianist concentrated on exploiting the 
technological innovations in piano manufacture, and cultivating a degree of 
pianistic virtuosity that would help him compete in the marketplace. As a result 
there emerged a new style of highly virtuosic, public concert music in which the 
words “brilliant,” “grand” and “di bravura” predominate. 

Changes in audiences, in philosophical aesthetics, and in the music profession, 
in sum, all played a significant role in the decline of improvisational practice. 
But we should be careful not to overemphasize the dominant or emergent 
historical trends—the democratic audience, the work aesthetic, the virtuoso di 
bravura—as historical agents that displaced or canceled out the preceding 
paradigm. The newer trends managed to adapt, transform, and incorporate 
improvisation together with its associated values. The decline of improvisation 
in the early nineteenth century, in other words, was accompanied by new sources 
for its valorization. The ideal of the all-around musician, for instance—skilled in 
performance, composition, and theory alike—was losing the pragmatic value it 
had held for the eighteenth-century Kapellmeister. But the rise of educational 
philosophies stressing the gradual development of a well rounded, generally 
cultivated person (gebildeter Mensch) kept the ideal alive under a different 
regime of value, and in the realm of music pedagogy this favored the 
preservation of improvisation. In 1802 A.E.M. Grétry, encouraged by some of 
his professional peers, published a treatise on keyboard improvisation in which 
he regretted the recent disappearance of improvisation from music pedagogy: 
“Why is it not taught! Why are so many people strong in the execution of 
sonatas while knowing so little about how to improvise [préluder] with 


knowledge of the rules [of harmony]!”° In a short space Grétry takes the student 


progressively from very basic triadic harmony all the way through to advanced 
fugal and enharmonic improvisations. He explicitly intended the treatise to 
simplify and democratize a practice that, through its association with maitres de 
chapelle, had acquired the appearance of something esoteric, specialized, or 
inaccessible. Any fifteen-year-old girl, he writes in the introduction, can get 
through his method in a mere three months of steady application. Grétry was not 
so democratic as to permit a completely intuitive approach to improvisation. He 
was wedded to eighteenth-century ideals of theoretically grounded practice and 
demanded that the students know the harmonic rules. An echo of Grétry’s 
pedagogical concerns can be heard in Kalkbrenner’s treatise on harmony and 
improvisation, published in the 1840s: 


There is a vice in the manner of teaching composition that makes the student learn all the chords and 
their inversions without knowing how to employ them. ... How many of our best pianists can produce 
even a minimally satisfying prelude? And among our students there is not one in a thousand who, in 
his improvisations, tries to go beyond the perfect cadence. We thus thought that this volume, offered 
here to conscientious amateurs, would serve art by lifting a corner of the veil that conceals the 
technical aspect of music and makes it almost incomprehensible to those who are not deeply initiated 
into it.’ 


For Kalkbrenner, as for Grétry and others, the teaching of improvisation 
would have a meliorating effect on composition and performance by drawing 
students out of their overspecialized isolation and creating more “complete” 
musicians. In this sense improvisation had a new role to play as an antithetical 
critique of what modern musical culture had become. 

Another new impetus to the valorization of improvisation came, in an 
apparent paradox, from the very idea that is supposed to have killed it off: the 
work concept. In the eighteenth century composition and improvisation had 
belonged to a continuum of “music-making,” and while the two words were 
perhaps not synonymous, they occupied a shared conceptual territory. As the 
authority of the work idea ascended in the nineteenth century, composition and 
improvisation became split apart conceptually and set into hierarchical tension. 
Through the privileging of the “work” pole, improvisation became a “marked” 
category of music-making, bearing specific properties that looked like deficient 
deviations from the normative type of music-making represented in composition. 
This isolation or marking of improvisation, though produced by a programmatic 
elevation of composed works, opened the possibility that the hierarchy would be 
inverted and the special virtues of improvisation would become valued on their 
own terms. Once conceived as a different sort of creative activity, in other 
words, improvised performance could potentially serve as a critique of the verve, 
surprise, drama, and spontaneity the work edited out or left behind. Thus Robert 


Wangerméee, in his pioneering article on nineteenth-century improvisation, could 
write: “What is new at the beginning of the nineteenth century is the favor 
accorded to improvisation, the preference that it will be granted vis-d-vis the 
written work.”® This new tendency first manifested in the reception of 
Beethoven, whose contemporaries often considered his improvisations superior 
to his written compositions.? The continuing force of this reputation later in the 
nineteenth century is evident in an 1871 essay by Richard Wagner, who wrote: 
“We have statements from trustworthy sources that Beethoven made an 
incomparable impression upon his friends through extended improvising at the 
piano. We can consider as unexaggerated the laments that these same creations 
were not committed to paper.”!° Thus Beethoven, whose compositions had 
become the effective cornerstone for the work idea, was simultaneously admired 
for a level of improvisational brilliance that exceeded what works could capture. 

Romanticism gave further support to the valorization of improvisation. In her 
book Romanticism and Improvisation, Angela Esterhammer shows that in the 
first half of the nineteenth century the figure of the poetic improviser—normally 
an Italian man inventing rhymed verses before a large audience—became an 
influential literary trope all over Europe, taking multiple forms in novels, poems, 
and theater pieces. Esterhammer demonstrates, moreover, that this literary trope 
coincided with a resurgence of actually performing poetic improvisers, whose 
tours and performances bear remarkable resemblances to those of concert 
virtuosos in the same period. In literary representations as well as actual 
performances, these improvisers were celebrated for qualities of spontaneity, 
immediacy, and community that their performances promised to deliver— 
qualities that were apparently becoming less accessible in modern industrial 
society and its print culture. Yet improvisers rarely escaped criticism from a 
regime of (bourgeois) values stressing permanence, reliability, and writing.!! 
Improvisation had to be valorized, but only up to a certain point, as though it 
contained some anarchic kernel that needed to be held in check. Romanticism 
thus established improvisation as an idea—an ideal or utopia linked to notions of 
freedom, fulfillment, and social wholeness—bearing an antithetical relation to 
real-world historical and social conditions. “Romantic” composers such as 
Chopin, Liszt, and Schumann—all of whom improvised extensively at the piano 
—participated in this conversion from practice to idea by composing pieces 
aimed at recovering “improvisationality” through the technology of works. As 
Wangermeée put it: “fantasies, impromptus, preludes—and also fully written-out 
pedal points, cadenzas carefully written out ... with all this there was an attempt 
to give the illusion of improvisation—because theoretically this was always a 


privileged activity.” 


In light of these new channels of valorization in the early 1800s, the major 
problem of improvisation was not so much its decline, but rather the tensions 
and contradictions attendant upon its split into “practice” and “idea.” As a 
historical window into these problems, I would like to consider here the 
improvisational practice and reception of Johann Nepomuk Hummel during his 
well-publicized European concert tours of the 1820s. Although Hummel is less 
well known than Beethoven, Liszt, and Chopin, he richly deserves attention in 
the context of improvisation. His biographer was not exaggerating when he 
called Hummel “the most popular composer of his era,” and he might have 
added that Hummel was the most popular improviser as well.!? Hummel is the 
only concert pianist of the nineteenth century whose improvisations were 
integral to his public reputation. During his glory years as a concert pianist, the 
1820s, he extemporized at the end of every concert, and audiences knew they 
could expect him to improvise not just preludes or cadenzas, but extended free 
fantasias. His improvisations, moreover, were greeted with overwhelming 
enthusiasm and admiration, only rarely eliciting points of disapprobation, and 
even then, grudgingly. His free fantasies were said to combine instrumental 
mastery, compositional mastery (in the sense of having a wide range of musical 
vocabularies at his disposal) and inspiration in a single act. Yet as warmly as his 
improvisations were greeted, they set a standard for free fantasy playing that the 
younger generation of pianists seemed unable to match, so that critics sometimes 
turned their admiration into an occasion to lament the declining practice. 
Hummel’s reception, then, confirms the continuing viability of improvisation in 
the nineteenth century—the possibility of its full valorization—while at the time 
revealing signs that it would have a hard time continuing. 

Born in 1778, Hummel was a career Kapellmeister in the eighteenth-century 
mold, an all-around musician who produced liturgical works alongside operas, 
concertos, piano sonatas, and chamber music (though curiously, no symphony). 
Before undertaking his concert tours in the 1820s, he had held Kapellmeister 
appointments in Esterhazy and Stuttgart, and he was appointed in Weimar in 
1818, where he remained until his death in 1837. His reputation stemmed partly 
from an association with Mozart, with whom he had studied for two years as a 
child prodigy. The perception of Hummel as a successor of Mozart was 
reinforced by the dissimilarity of Hummel’s music to that of Beethoven. Even 
after 1815, when Hummel consciously began infusing his piano compositions 
with more Beethovenian drama, the influence was sporadic and the stylistic 
dissimilarity very clear. Hummel’s association with “Mozartian” clarity and 


simplicity, however, obscured the modern dimension of his style, which 
consisted in a rich, brilliant, florid conception of the piano that represented a 
significant step beyond that of his slightly older contemporary Johann Baptist 
Cramer. It was not uncommon for contemporaries to credit him with founding of 
the modern school of brilliant piano playing. He had a measurable influence on 
the pianism and composition of Schumann, Chopin, and (to a lesser degree) 
Liszt, as well as on the generation of pianists who worked through his 
compendious 1828 treatise on piano playing.“ 

Hummel’s duality as both “classic” and “modern” gave his reception a layered 
quality unlike that of other pianists. Kalkbrenner, for example, was born three 
years earlier than Hummel but was perceived as a distinctly “modern” pianist by 
the standards of the 1820s. Cramer was born seven years before Hummel but 
was perceived as “classic.” In the balance, though, Hummel’s association with 
Mozart outweighed his association with modern virtuosity, and he appeared to 
audiences of the 1820s as a representative of a noble musical past that was 
quickly disappearing. Although he was only in his forties, he carried an aura of 
traditional authority and solidity. His playing was singled out for its “purity,” as 
though uncontaminated by the “noise” of modern virtuosity. His unattractive 
physique, often noted by contemporaries, contributed to his air of honest, “no- 
nonsense” musicianship. In these ways his playing and persona contrasted with 
that of Beethoven—erratic, intense, introverted—as well as that of Kalkbrenner 
—polished, suave, cosmopolitan. In 1825 a writer for the Harmonicon 
contrasted Hummel’s “free and easy style” with Kalkbrenner’s “brilliant and 
elegant manner.” His tempos and his pianistic sonority sounded unhurried and 
unforced by the standard of the 1820s.!° Hummel’s aura of antiquity importantly 
mediated the impression his improvisations made. He seemed to extemporize 
with an ease, naturalness, and security that none of the younger improvisers 
could come even close to matching. In his piano treatise he went so far as to 
claim that he felt “less constrained improvising before two or three thousand 
listeners than playing a written composition to which I was slavishly 
subjected.”!© Again Kalkbrenner might serve as a contrasting case: he left a 
treatise on improvisation but improvised in public to only a limited extent and 
with little praise from critics. If we can believe Mendelssohn, Kalkbrenner 
would sometimes falsely present his written-out composition Effusio musica to 
audiences as a free, unprepared improvisation. 

During his concert tours of the 1820s, Hummel’s concert programs had a 
relatively fixed structure. At any given program he typically performed three 
times: two larger-scale pieces of his own composition (one of them being a 


concerto in three movements) and an improvisation at the conclusion. These 
performances were broken up by vocal solos and instrumental pieces played by 
assisting artists. Although concert programs of touring artists of this period are 
in general highly miscellaneous and lack a sense of architecture, the placement 
of the free fantasia at the end of the concert was a stable convention serving a 
certain ritual purpose. By placing the fantasia at the end of the concert, the 
pianist wound down the concert with a reaffirmation of performer-audience 
intimacy that had been suppressed during the more formally organized 
performances of works. Through its open, indeterminate character, the free 
fantasy loosened up the channels of communication and invited audiences, for 
lack of fixed expectations, into a more highly attuned, localized mode of 
listening. Hummel and his contemporaries actively plugged listeners into the 
performance network by requesting themes on which the fantasy would be 
based. The audience could thus see itself, during the improvisation, as an active, 
productive agent of the performance event, and through this, experience a 
phantasmic sensation of intimacy with the performer whose presumed 
superiority was the premise of the concert to begin with. Liszt would later note 
that “this way of improvising ... establishes a more direct rapport between the 
public and the artist. ... It becomes a communal work.”!” 

Hummel’s special gift for improvisation made him a prime exhibit in the 
developing critique of improvisation in the 1820s. The issues surrounding 
improvisation were aired with rare vehemence in an 1824 article from the 
Vienna journal Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung, entitled “Thoughts on free 
improvisation, with a retrospective look at Hummel’s Fantasy, published in the 
Museum for Piano Music, Vol. 6.”!® This article attacks the current state of 
pianistic improvisation, and pleads for younger pianists to reform their 
improvisations by taking Hummel’s published Fantasy, op. 18, as a model. The 
anonymous author argues that improvisation has degenerated into the simplest 
and most repetitive form possible—simple variations on a theme: “A chain of 
variations is not yet a fantasy; it merely adds to their number.”!* Pianists 
improvise variations, the author claims, because they lack sufficient musical 
training to do much else, and they often find themselves in the position of having 
to fill out their concert programs in an expedient manner. In an especially rich 
passage, the author expresses his aesthetic ideal for the fantasy genre: 


Not only does it [the free fantasy] allow the combination of the most heterogeneous things into a most 
pleasing whole, but the entire realm of romanticism is opened up quite particularly in these pieces. 
Those endearing dallying sylphs called variations fearlessly form ranks against strict counterpoint, and 
pure melody can indeed be wedded with the one—or many-voiced, forward- or backward-moving 
canon. The master remains unbounded in his creative power, and here true talent, married [begattet] 


with true art, shows itself in the most beautiful light, quite apart from the delectable amusement that is 
unavoidable furnished the listener through this shifting.7° 


In spite of the article’s title, this notion of the free fantasy as a quasi-sexual 
merger of the learned style (counterpoint) and the pleasing style (variations) is 
poorly represented by Hummel’s Fantasy, op. 18, which lacks variations and has 
only intermittent flashes of counterpoint. But it does come close to matching 
what we know of Hummel’s concert improvisations from contemporary reviews. 
Hummel’s concert fantasies appear to have realized a particular aesthetic, not 
found in other musical genres, in which opposing elements—masculine and 
feminine, severe and pleasurable—achieve a transcendent union. 

Determining just what Hummel played when he improvised is of course a 
challenge. Carl Czerny’s 1829 treatise on improvisation, the most important 
single source of information about improvisation in the early nineteenth century, 
gives guidelines on how to play free fantasies and is therefore an indispensable 
reference point.*! Yet because Hummel improvised so often in public, his 
fantasies are better documented in the press than those of his contemporaries, 
and from such reviews we can gather some provisional outlines of how he 
achieved his unique combination of the popular and the learned.** The pleasing, 
popular side of his improvisations resided in the choice of tunes and in methods 
of elaboration that kept the tune clearly in the listener’s ear. By asking the 
audience to suggest themes for improvisation, Hummel framed the performance 
as an event geared toward the audience’s ear, while simultaneously claiming the 
right to deconstruct the themes. He most often chose tuneful melodies from 
French and German comic operas, with clear and balanced phrases, simple 
harmonies and clearly defined sub-phrases that lent themselves to sequencing 
and development. (His avoidance of melodies by Rossini, the most popular 
opera composer of the 1820s internationally, might be explained by the florid 
character of Rossini’s melodic writing, which resisted breakdown into subsidiary 
motives). He improvised so often on “La ci darem la mano” and “Fin ch’han dal 
vino,” from Mozart’s Don Giovanni, as to raise suspicion that he knew what 
audiences would request and could “engineer” the choice of particular 
melodies.*? But he could also work with the unexpected. At one concert he 
accepted two themes from the audience that he did not particularly like, and 
although he treated the second melody only briefly, he pulled off a successful 
performance. Louis Moreau Gottschalk recalled with admiration a fantasy in 
which Hummel riffed off the sound of church bells ringing outside the hall, and 
incorporated them seamlessly into his improvisation. Hummel often based his 
fantasy on melodies from two different operas by the same composer, pairing 


together, for example, themes from Mozart’s Don Giovanni and Entfiihrung aus 
dem Serail, or from Herold’s Zampa and Pré aux clercs (Zweikampf), or from 
Spohr’s Faust and Jessonda. To these pairs of melodies given by the audience, 
Hummel sometimes added a third, or a fragment thereof, as a kind of recurring 
motif or unifying thread. At an 1830 concert in Paris he worked in a march-motif 
from La Muette de Portici as he played a fantasy on two themes from Don 
Giovanni. A few months later, in London, he worked up a fantasy on the Ranz 
des vaches and an unidentified comic-opera theme before introducing, as a 
surprise, the English folk-song “The Plough Boy.” In both of these cases 
Hummel was making gestures to the tastes of local audiences, who normally 
broke out in applause every time a recognizable new melody was introduced. 

Contemporaneous descriptions are too imprecise to determine exactly what 
techniques Hummel employed when elaborating on these themes. It is difficult 
to imagine that he would not sometimes have played decorative or brilliant 
variations based on the melody’s harmonic structure, since this was such a 
standard procedure of elaboration. But overall he seems to have avoided this 
straightforward approach in favor of a more flexible, exploratory development or 
“spinning-out” of the theme and its motifs. Perhaps he transformed melodies and 
motifs by playing them in different styles or topoi—cantabile, march, polonaise, 
scherzando, and so forth—as Czerny recommended in his treatise.** In his piano 
treatise he said that when he chose a “known theme,” he did so “less in order to 
vary it than to treat it freely in many forms, with several turns of phrase and in 
several styles.”*° Even with this relatively sophisticated form of variation, critics 
were consistently attuned to Hummel’s preservation of a popular style addressed 
to the broader listening audience: “In this fantasy we were able to grant his talent 
the pure admiration that he earned to the highest degree, especially through the 
logical treatment of the theme that he first stated. For the rest of the public 
bonbons were also served up, and some lapped them from the stream, while 
others nibbled. But everyone was transported and showed their satisfaction with 
fiery applause.”*° In 1835, when Hummel was quite old and his playing had lost 
much of its power, he improvised at a charity concert on four popular themes in 
the manner of a potpourri, where each theme is developed minimally, and a 
critic characterized the performance as “directed more toward a mixed public, 
but in its uncommon popularity nevertheless also fulfilling the higher demands 
Of art.””” 

The learned side of Hummel’s concert fantasies consisted of clearly marked 
fugal or quasi-fugal passages. He tended to arrive at such fugal playing after 
freely varying a theme, so that the concentrated density of the fugal playing felt 


like the culminating point of a linear process. This was clearly a trademark of 
Hummel’s improvisations. In 1821 he played “a free fantasy on the fortepiano, 
where he eventually treated amazingly ‘Dammi la cara mano’ and another 
melody from Mozart’s D. Giovanni, transitioning also into the fugal style, and 
through all that the modern art of the piano allows, won the loudest applause.”7° 
An account of a London performance in 1830 likewise described a seamless 
transition from a casual, “pleasing” treatment of the theme into a more “learned” 
fugal section: “He commenced with an introductory adagio, followed by some 
light and playful variations on the Swiss air; he modulated through a variety of 
keys into an elaborate fugue, in the progress of which he displayed all the 
enthusiasm and powerful genius, with the consummate art and refinement of the 
most profound musical science.”?? In this instance, the progression to fugal 
playing took place before Hummel had moved to the second theme of his 
fantasy, an anomaly that might account for his perfunctory treatment of the 
second theme. In the fantasy that Gottschalk heard, Hummel first treated his 
Polonaise “La bella capricciosa,” then treated the interfering church-bell tones 
with harmonizations, and, after combining this with motifs from the Polonaise’s 
slow introduction, “capp[ed] off the whole with a fugue improvised on the main 
theme of the Polacca.”°° Taken together, these accounts show a fairly consistent 
formal paradigm of free slow introduction, treatment of first theme, treatment of 
second theme, fugue, and brilliant finale, a pattern typical of Hummel’s 
contemporaries with the exception of the fugue. They further suggest that, as a 
unifying device Hummel liked to weave in a short motive unrelated to the 
fantasy’s two “proper” themes (the “Plough-Boy,” the Muette de Portici march, 
the Larghetto from the Polonaise). 

In private contexts Hummel felt no particular need to build a “popular” 
dimension into his improvisations. A Berlin critic in 1821 asserted that “his 
improvisations in social circles are entirely different from those directed at a 
larger public and never resemble one another.”?! If Hummel did indeed have 
more diverse improvisational strategies and forms in private contexts, it may 
simply reflect the diversity of the private circumstances. Some of these 
improvisations may have been light, off-the-cuff inventions of the sort that 
Czemy categorized as a “capriccio.”°* But when he had the ear of a 
sophisticated private audience, he more likely improvised in the manner of his 
Fantasy, op. 18, which, as seen above, was viewed by one critic as 
representative of Hummel’s improvised fantasies (and indeed a model for the 
reform of improvisation). Op. 18 is a long, complex, and sometimes quite 
dramatic piece in which all the motives are of Hummel’s invention and the 


methods of elaboration are exceptionally rich. In line with Czerny’s general 
recommendations for the free fantasy, it makes use of standard formal 
frameworks—first-movement (“sonata”) form, cantabile slow movement, and 
rondo—while treating these frameworks more freely than they would appear in a 
sonata. Op. 18 probably represents a style of free fantasy directed at the 
connoisseur audience in private contexts, not entirely unlike the involved, half- 
hour effusions Beethoven was known to play in private society. This style, like 
the sonata genre itself, did not translate to the public context in the 1820s. 
Czemy, in his improvisation treatise, spoke of the great challenges faced by the 
pianist who wanted to improvise an extended fantasy before “a larger gathering,” 
and underlined the need “to avoid dullness and boredom” out of “consideration 
of his listeners’ powers of concentration.”*° Indeed, he presented the potpourri 
genre as a more reliable model for public audiences: “Apropos of improvising 
before a large audience, as in a theater for example, the first two styles discussed 
hitherto [i.e. the free fantasy on a single theme, and the free fantasy on several 
themes] are not always felicitous and present the performer with twofold 
difficulties. First, the natural embarrassment inherent in a public performance 
and particularly the very destructive fear of boring the audience ... then also, in 
dealing with a largely heterogeneous public, surely the majority by far will be 
entertained only by pleasant, familiar tunes and will be sustained in spirit by 
piquant and glittering performances.”** 

Contemporaneous discourse about Hummel’s free fantasies, then, repeatedly 
worked with binary oppositions in which the private-public distinction held a 
certain primacy. The “private” pole was aligned with connoisseur values— 
learned style, counterpoint, extended forms, rational control, and intellectual 
satisfaction—while the “public” pole was aligned with mixed audiences— 
pleasing style, popular melodies, variation, and audience delight. The Berlin 
critic who distinguished between Hummel’s private and public improvisations 
lined up a number of these binaries when he wrote of an improvisation: “For 
connoisseurs and amateurs Capellmeister N. Hummel alternated between 
contrapuntally developed passages and pleasantly varied popular themes, 
satisfying and entertaining everyone.”*° Most critics of the day looked favorably 
on Hummel’s capacity to bridge private and public worlds with this combination 
of styles. In 1823 a reporter in St. Petersburg wrote that 


he gained the greatest applause by his Fantasias, in which this great master knows how to mingle with 
such admirable art the gay and the serious, the playful and the severe; at one moment he lets us hear 
what he is capable of effecting in the church style, then in that of the chamber and theatre. So varied 
are his powers that even those who had the least pretensions as connoisseurs were charmed, they knew 
not why, while the cognoscenti applauded with unfeigned admiration. He appears equally great both in 


the grand and the simple.°° 


Violinist Ludwig Spohr recounted an especially curious example of 
Hummel’s multileveled improvisation during the Congress of Vienna (1814—15). 
At the end of a soirée Hummel was asked by “some ladies” to play a waltz, and 
he gladly assented, causing the young ladies in the adjoining room to begin 
dancing. Once the waltz had been played, “his playing transitioned into a free 
improvisation that nevertheless steadily preserved the waltz rhythm, so that the 
dancers were not interrupted.” Hummel enriched the waltz with contrapuntal 
motifs drawn from other pieces played that evening, eventually arriving at a 
fugue-theme in which “he let loose all his contrapuntal arts, without impinging 
on the pleasure of the dancers.” After the fugue Hummel “turned back to the 
galant style” to play a bravura finale. Spohr’s narration highlights not only the 
stylistic contrast between the light waltz and Hummel’s virtuosity, but also the 
contrasting engagement of the participants in the soirée. While the young ladies 
were dancing in the other room, he wrote, “I and some other artists, attracted by 
his playing, gathered around the instrument and listened attentively.” Hummel 
had managed in his fantasy to satisfy simultaneously, but along separate 
channels, the women and the men, dancers and attentive listeners, popular and 
learned tastes.°” 

Hummel’s free fantasies, in sum, aroused wonder and admiration as sites 
where the normal markers of aesthetic difference, and their social correlates, 
were temporarily suspended or broken down. They established and maintained a 
peaceful coexistence between styles normally separated out into different genres. 
A third-movement rondo from a concerto, for example, was understood as a 
genre of pleasing or popular character. The learned style could appear in a 
rondo, but it usually did so temporarily, as a topos or citation, and did not affect 
the overall popular character of the movement. Conversely, first-movement or 
“sonata” style was understood as a “higher,” more complex form, and it could 
easily support shorter passages of pleasing lyricism without affecting its overall 
ambitious tone. Hummel’s free fantasies could not clearly be pegged as popular 
or learned because they seemed to be both at once. They did not merely 
juxtapose learned and pleasing styles, but transitioned imperceptibly from one to 
the other, as though the distinct styles belonged to a single underlying 
“substance” rather than an order of discrete and hierarchized differences. 
Moreover, his free fantasies gave ample space to a Stylistic middle ground 
between strict fugue and charming melodic statement. The free-variative mode 
of elaboration, in which popular themes given by the audience were audibly 
subjected to “developmental” techniques such as reharmonization, modulation, 


and recombination, was not clearly marked as either popular or learned, but 
something in between. 

Hummel’s fantasies realized a combination or synthesis of styles not found in 
other genres, and since these styles had definite social correlates we might say 
that they modeled a utopian vision,—a social “fantasy” in which people 
belonging to different social groups with unequal levels of knowledge and 
education co-existed in mutually beneficial and harmonious alignment of 
interests. If so, Hummel’s free improvisations confirm one of the central theses 
informing recent critical improvisation studies: the idea that the free 
improvisational situations open up, through their indeterminacy and _ their 
openness to individual agency, a space in which social differences—of ethnicity, 
gender, and class, for example—collide and move toward creative 
reconciliations in which new, unfamiliar social formations are posited or 
imagined.*° Hummel’s concert fantasies, furthermore, preserved distinct 
signifiers of learned and popular style even as they exerted a disintegrative force 
upon those signifiers. Hummel certainly did not consciously intend his 
improvisations to function this way, but the lines of critical response repeatedly 
came back to his successful mediation of stylistic and social difference, in a tone 
of unreserved, almost breathless enthusiasm, suggesting that he aroused intense 
cultural desires unfulfilled by other modes of musical experience. 

The special, intense charge of Hummel’s improvisations was related to 
transformations in musical life that were first being felt, often painfully, in the 
1820s. Hummel’s ability to satisfy both connoisseurs and amateurs was judged 
miraculous because the presumed gap between the two kinds of listener 
appeared to have widened. A conceptualization of the musical public as a 
mixture of connoisseurs (Kenner) and amateurs (Liebhaber) had been 
conventional since the mid-eighteenth century, and to some extent Hummel’s 
admirers were simply reiterating its conventional form. However, the 
commercialization and democratization of musical life in the first two decades of 
the nineteenth century altered the social context of the terms. For most of the 
mid-to-late eighteenth century, the Kenner-and-Liebhaber public was a 
numerically small, relatively elite group that carried on a “patronal” relationship 
with composers through subscriptions to their published compositions and 
concerts. Around 1800 commercial publishers began taking over these patronal 
functions and inserted composers and performers into a commercial marketplace 
in the modern sense.*? Publishers took a leading role in stimulating the 
production not only of scores, but also of music periodicals, pianos, pedagogical 
methods, and, as managers of publicity and ticket sales, public concerts. 


Virtuoso pianist-composers like Hummel, Kalkbrenner, Moscheles, and Herz 
were the most natural allies of publishers. All of them published large numbers 
of pieces whose sales would be augmented by public appearances. One result of 
musical commercialization was a massive increase in the size of the Liebhaber 
public—those who enjoyed listening to and/or practicing music without 
possessing knowledge of its theoretical underpinnings. With this increase in the 
size of the “public” went a greater diversification as well. Friedrich Rochlitz, 
writing in 1813, distinguished not two but four categories of listener: 
connoisseurs, dilettantes, laymen, and “the futile’ (Kenner, Dilettanten, Laien 
and Nichtige).*° Rochlitz’s “Dilettant” is essentially equivalent to the Liebhaber, 
but his categories of “laymen” and “pointless ones” are new to the field, and 
they recognize a new class of listeners—an anonymous, “mass” musical public 
—positioned at a greater distance from musical learning than was known in the 
eighteenth century. 

With this diversification of competences and tastes came new anxieties. The 
later eighteenth-century musician could presume an equal level of interest and 
appreciation from both Kenner and Liebhaber, but the public performer of the 
1820s had to make choices about how to gauge his style. If he chose to target the 
dilettante-layman band of the spectrum, as most pianists ultimately did, he risked 
incurring the wrath of serious critics and losing professional prestige. There was 
a risk that a long or complex concerto might bore the less musically educated 
audiences, while a potpourri of folk tunes might irritate connoisseurs. It is easy 
to imagine (though difficult to document) that audiences, too, experienced 
discomfort with the heterogeneous constitution of the audience. Listeners had 
the opportunity to applaud or hiss performers as seen fit, but these opportunities 
were tinged with the possibility of embarrassment and of internal dissension: one 
might applaud something considered by others tasteless, or hiss something well- 
liked by the rest of the crowd. The mixed audiences that musical 
commercialization had produced, in sum, militated against the production of 
community at public concerts. It is against this background that Hummel’s free 
fantasies, with their multi-layered appeal, were so effusively celebrated. 
Uniquely among living pianists, he successfully negotiated the transition from 
the world of Kenner and Liebhaber to the modern world of heterogeneous 
audiences, without sacrificing the virtues of either. His improvisations mitigated 
fears that connoisseurs and lay listeners had grown hopelessly apart and that a 
public form of musical community might be impossible. 

Hummel’s achievement looks even more heroic when compared with the 
difficulties his contemporaries faced reconciling the demands of improvisation 
and the public concert. Critics and performers alike were becoming impatient 


with it, as though there was some basic conflict between free improvisation and 
the character of the modern concert. Mendelssohn was as facile and flexible an 
extemporaneous player as any, but in 1831 he experienced great frustration after 
a concert that ended with him improvising on Mozart’s “Non piu andrai”: “I 
have become quite convinced in my opinion that it is nonsense to improvise in 
public. Rarely has anything gotten me so down as the way I sat down there to 
play my fantasy for the public. The people were very satisfied ... but I was 
angry; for it had displeased me, and I will never again do it in public.”*! 
Mendelssohn gave no specific reasons for his dissatisfaction: he merely 
reiterated the feeling of awkwardness in public. Around the same year Chopin, 
who had improvised in public regularly, stopped doing so and continued his 
improvisations exclusively in private, elite company, where he was sure to be 
understood. Hummel, in his treatise, described how he practiced improvisation 
assiduously “for several years in my room,” and tested out ideas on a few chosen 
friends before “hazarding it in public.”4* Considered together with Czerny’s 
recommendation that pianists should play potpourris when trying to satisfy 
mixed audiences, it appears that the free fantasy was widely understood as most 
appropriate for private performance or smaller audiences, but as a risky venture 
in public concerts. Some critics lamented that the noble tradition of free 
improvisation was declining under the influence of the modern concert: “One 
has to deplore the practice of improvisation among pianists of the present. An 
improvisation was once a free fantasy of the imagination, a truly spontaneous 
creation of the artist; today it is a succession of more or less difficult 
decorations, most often on popular airs.” These reflections, written in 1828 by 
a Berlin critic, were written in response to an anomalous concert where the 
improvisation did not succeed. The critic did however acquit Hummel on the 
strength of his private improvisations: “To be fair we must say that Mr. Hummel 
showed himself truly superior in private meetings, and that he perhaps did 
nothing wrong but cede to the bad taste of the public.” 

Hummel’s performances raise issues that might pose challenging new 
questions for improvisation studies. First, does solo improvisation have the same 
capacity for social transformation that group improvisation has? Many readings 
of improvisation as social “work” take for granted an encounter between several 
people or between groups of people, each bringing a distinctive history and 
subject position to the encounter, which then goes through a process of 
negotiation, revision, or transformation. It is through such “communities in 
dialogue” that improvisation becomes a metaphor or embodiment of social, 
democratic, and political action. Solo improvisation of course excludes such a 


social encounter within the productive frame of the performance, and would 
therefore seem to exclude the possibility of dialogic exchange and 
transformation. Yet most improvisational traditions, including those stemming 
from free jazz, have major soloists who perform without accompanying 
musicians, and there is little sense that their solo performances belong 
aesthetically in a different category from their group performances. Perhaps the 
“dialogic” action of group improvisation resides less in the form of the 
performance—the meeting of several individuals with distinct histories and 
identities, each of them “expressing” their identities (even as they make those 
identities well)—than in the musical language, where contrasting musical codes 
are set into play and recombined in unexpected ways. Perhaps the intersubjective 
or intercultural “listening-to-others” frequently found in improvisation studies 
does not entail an encounter between two individuals or groups, conceived as 
autonomous entities whose discrete differences are overcome or transcended in 
the action of improvisation. An alternative to this viewpoint might be that the 
individual improviser, whether in a group situation or not, listens to the 
“otherness” of the musical-linguistic materials at hand and, responding to the 
nonpersonal “agency” of these materials, discovers new ways to state, vary, and 
recombine them. This, anyway, appears to be the logic by which Hummel’s free 
fantasies produced a degree of social fantasy. In his treatise he explained how, 
before improvising publicly, he “tried, for quite a period of time, improvising 
before certain specific people, observing silently the effect that I had on 
connoisseurs as much as on those unfamiliar with the art.”4° By this method he 
essentially built an awareness-of-others into his improvisational style. The 
presence of multiple persons in an improvisational scenario may complicate and 
intensify dialogical and socially meaningful play, but it is not an essential 
condition thereof. 

The privilege accorded to group improvisation in critical improvisation 
studies may stem from its progressive politics. A philosophy of improvisation 
that stresses the suspension of authority or relinquishing of power, as the core of 
its social and political virtue, will run into problems validating the “master” 
improviser, who “controls” multiple musical idioms and shows an apparently 
limitless capacity for creative response and manipulation.*© Such an improviser 
might appear to resist dialogue insofar as his performance does not make itself 
porous to other subjectivities, and thereby models an authority “already there,” 
not up for democratic negotiation. Hummel’s improvisations, like his execution 
of written pieces and his overall persona, conveyed to his audiences a sense of 
security and solidity, grounded in the traditional, sanctioned authority of the 


Kapellmeister. He appeared to play with complete facility and ease, preserving 
his self-possession even when improvising complex counterpoint and bravura 
codas. To the extent that this image reified the prestige of the Kapellmeister, it 
served a conservative function. But Hummel’s free fantasies did not quite work 
this way. They established a dialogic framework from the start by requesting 
themes from the audience, thus inverting the power dynamics of regular 
performances and putting the Kapellmeister in “service” of the public. In 
addition, Hummel’s fantasies presented the markers of learned authority not in 
an unrevised, antiquated form, but in a compelling new accommodation with the 
di bravura style of modern popular concert music. Hummel’s projection of 
control in improvisation was essential to the efficacy of his improvisation as an 
agent of social fantasy. Whereas many younger concert artists appeared 
awkward in public improvisation, struggling and straining to “make it work” in 
large concert halls with mixed audiences, he seemed perfectly at ease, assuring 
audiences that the virtues of the Kapellmeister could still find vital articulation in 
the modern concert space. Judgments about the relative success or failure of a 
performance thus turn out to be central in understanding the social logic of 
improvisation in the 1820s. 

Critical improvisation studies have, by and large, trained their focus on 
musical producers and developed theories in relation to the productive level. The 
issues raised here about critical judgment, audience response, communicative 
efficacy, and the public sphere—stressing the receptive dimension—have been 
relatively bracketed and deserve more attention. If one of the ambitions of the 
field is to identify in improvisation sites of freedom, creative agency, and 
intersubjective exchange that could be released into social and_ political 
transformation, a more concrete, less metaphorical account of the mechanisms of 
this transformation may be called for. It is rarely asked, for example, why 
experimental forms of improvisation, which enjoy a decisive privilege in the 
field, are so unpopular, ignored, or actively detested. What are the real-world 
consequences of this communicative break? One of the field’s larger unresolved 
issues, in my opinion, is the large gap between the elite values of experimental 
improvisation and the inclusive democratic values that this mode of 
improvisation is claimed to serve—a gap that is easily avoided by staying 
focused on producers, who double as their own listeners. It may be decided that 
the greatest potential for social or political relevance resides in a proudly insular, 
production-centered improvisation that refuses the demand for public 
communication, on the theory that the public sphere is itself a highly 
compromised agent of democracy and freedom. But if experimental 
improvisation constitutes itself in ideological opposition to the public sphere and 


to its liberal foundations, it may not simultaneously be able to demand the 
rewards that the public sphere offers in terms of recognition, remuneration, 
Status, and government support. 

This basic problem—how one might adapt an elite, private musical practice 
with the conditions of industrial modernity and its expanded public—first 
appeared in the early nineteenth century as the profession of Kapellmeister 
evolved into the profession of concert virtuoso. The decline of improvisational 
practice around 1850 shows that an adaptation of this kind was not possible or 
not desired. Romanticism celebrated the idea of improvisation without following 
through with the practice. But Hummel, in his performances of the 1820s, had 
done his part to keep alive the dream of an improvisation that, without 
sacrificing elite values, could flourish in the public sphere. 
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CHAPTER 10 


NEGOTIATING FREEDOM AND CONTROL IN 
COMPOSITION 
Improvisation and Its Offshoots, 1950 to 1980 


SABINE FEISST 


THE concept of improvisation has a long and complex history. Rooted in the 
Latin word improvisus and signifying the “unforeseen” and “unexpected,” it has 
been used in Western classical music since at least the fifteenth century. 
Improvisation literally means to do something unforeseeable and has been 
defined as “composing or simultaneously composing and performing on the spur 
of the moment and without any preparation.”! 

Closely linked with the Western concept of the musical work, the idea of 
improvisation gained importance by denoting a flexible dimension in an 
otherwise fixed or notated framework. Through the centuries, however, the term 
improvisation has been used widely and broadly and applied to music predating 
the fifteenth century, as well as to non-Western and popular music. In the 
twentieth century, improvisation received special attention in the contexts of jazz 
experimental, and avant-garde music. Today improvised music stands as an 
established multicultural phenomenon drawing from many different traditions 
and philosophies. 

Improvisation is difficult to define, especially as a phenomenon distinct from 
composition. Criteria—such as spontaneity, absence of notation, and singularity 
of results—used to characterize improvisation can also typify composition. 
Improvisation can refer to a variety of musical phenomena. It can denote an act 
of spontaneous invention free from any written or memorized givens, a form of 
“oral” or “instant” composition. It can involve strict, orally transmitted rules, 
patterns, and formulas, as in improvised fugues. It can be based on written 
materials—sketches, arrangements, and mostly written-out compositions—and 
be considered a creative interpretive act on the part of the performer. 


Improvisation can also signify a finished, notated, or recorded product, although 
some have argued that in such a case the improvisation ceases to be one, due to 
its repeatability.? Compositions titled improvisation, impromptu, or fantasia 
often may be frozen improvisations; they tend to emulate improvisatory styles 
aiming at the illusion of an improvised performance. 

Yet the idea of improvisation has long been fraught with ambiguity, prejudice, 
and negative connotations, making it the subject of numerous terminological 
debates. Improvisation is sometimes seen as superior to composition. Ferruccio 
Busoni considered composition as a mere expedient to preserve improvisation, 
and Schoenberg regarded composition as a “slowed-down improvisation.”* Both 
Busoni and Schoenberg suggest that the composer and improviser use similar 
techniques, but the improviser has the riskier task of succeeding extempore and 
cannot, like the composer, resort to pencil and eraser. More often, however, 
improvisation is looked upon as inferior to composition because of such 
pejorative connotations as unpreparedness, rawness, simplicity, orality, 
ephemerality, and playfulness. Improvisation has been classified as a “primitive 
art of music making,” as “music put together without forethought,” and as music 
making “without the aid of manuscript, sketches or memory.” It has also been 
regarded as a preliminary stage of composition, “relating to composition much in 
the way a sketch relates to the finished work of art.””® 

Improvisation in Western classical music lost significance in the late 
nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries, lingering only in domains 
such as church organ playing and preluding and as a part of silent-film 
accompaniment. But after World War II, many experimental and avant-garde 
composers in the United States and Europe re-embraced improvisation. Sources 
of inspiration for this renewed interest in real-time music making include the 
urge to offer alternatives to deterministic compositional approaches, African- 
American musical idioms and non-Western musical traditions and philosophies 
(areas where improvisation had continued to exercise important influence 
throughout the earlier part of the century), live-electronic means, and other ideas 
such as socialism, anarchy, feminism, and ecology. 

The vigorous reemergence of improvisation was controversial, however, and 
in conservative circles it was seen as a threat to the notion of music as a work of 
art. Since the late nineteenth century, “opus music” had been portrayed as 
prestigious artifacts with complex sonic structures and sophisticated forms that 
were detailed in a score, straightforwardly reproducible, performable, 
marketable, and theorizable.’ Through improvisatory means composers 
challenged the musical work’s object character, notational system, fixedness, 


author-performer-listener hierarchy, and historicity. They “decomposed” the 
musical work of art, instilling music with new types of openness through novel 
directive and graphic notation, which allowed performers a high degree of 
freedom. Indebted to leftist ideologies, composers intentionally gave up control 
to elevate performers and even audiences as co-creators for a more democratic 
approach to music making (although this division of labor was rarely reflected in 
the royalty payments).? Composers conceived conditions for fluid creative 
processes and work-in-progress situations, emphasizing the music’s process 
character, transitory nature, and significance as a time-based art.? Free 
improvisations without any given directives were often seen as the least 
compatible with the concept of the musical work. Yet while such influential 
musicologists as Carl Dahlhaus dismissed these types of improvisation, the 
equally prominent sociologist and writer on music Theodor W. Adorno endorsed 


them:!° 


Today it is conceivable and perhaps requisite that artworks immolate themselves through their 
temporal nucleus, devote their own life to the instant of the appearance of truth, and tracelessly vanish 
without thereby diminishing themselves in the slightest. ... The idea of the permanence of works is 
modeled on the category of property and is thus ephemeral in the bourgeois sense; it was alien to many 


periods and important productions. 


‘TERMINOLOGICAL DEBATES 


Despite growing interest in various performance freedoms, many composers did 
not feel at ease with the term improvisation and its semantic baggage. They thus 
either redefined it or coined new concepts related to, but not identical with, 
improvisation, such as indeterminacy, open and mobile form, and aleatory. 
These new terms served to stake out individual aesthetic and musico-political 
territories and to hide or expose artistic influences and associations, but they also 
added to the confusion surrounding the concept of improvisation. 


Indeterminacy, Chance, and Experiment 


One vital offshoot of improvisation was indeterminacy. Current in the sciences, 
philosophy, and jurisprudence, indeterminacy, which means “having inexact 
limits,” “indefinite,” “indistinct,” and “unsettled,” entered the musical 
vocabulary in the 1950s. John Cage was one of the first to use this word to 
describe a compositional dimension with regard to performance. In his 1958 


essay titled “Indeterminacy,” he even pointed to examples of indeterminacy in 
such works of the past as Bach’s Art of the Fugue, which lacks specific 
instrumentation and dynamics.'* Cage realized indeterminacy through new and 
ambiguous types of notation, leaving various aspects of sound and sonic 
combinations to the performer’s choice. One of Cage’s most significant 
indeterminate works is his Concert for Piano and Orchestra (1957-1958), which 
features manifold graph notations and allows performers to choose, for instance, 
the number of passages to be played, the order and combination of the sections, 
and the duration of the entire work. Although this and other indeterminate scores 
Cage created in the 1950s and 1960s may at first glance suggest opportunities 
for improvisation, he emphasized that improvisation “is something that I want to 
avoid.”!* Cage expected from his performers specific creative decisions in tune 
with his aesthetic philosophy. 

Cage had a difficult and changing relationship with improvisation.'4 He 
embraced improvisation in the 1930s and 1940s in such works as Quest for 
amplified small sounds and piano solo (1935), whose first movement consisted 
of an improvisation. Around 1940 he predicted the emergence of “group 
improvisations of unwritten but culturally important music.”!° Soon thereafter 
Cage attended jam sessions in Chicago, taught group improvisation at the 
Chicago School of Design, and used elements of jazz in such works as Credo in 
Us, Ad lib, and Jazz Study (all 1942). He also performed and held in high esteem 
William Russell’s jazz- and Latin-influenced all-percussion compositions. 

In the 1950s, after studying South and East Asian philosophies, Cage began to 
question the notion of art as a statement of emotion and artistic self-expression, 
which was an important aspect of nineteenth-century Western music, as well as 
jazz and improvisation. He sought to instill his works with impersonality and 
conceptualized a new compositional approach that embraced three important 
ideas: chance, experiment, and indeterminacy. Applying chance operations (for 
instance by tossing coins) to previously defined materials, systems, and rules, 
Cage limited his own compositional choices in a note-to-note process and, to a 
certain degree, freed sounds from his personal taste and memory. He 
underscored this goal of attaining the unforeseeable and making discoveries by 
employing the science-based term “experiment,” redefining it as a compositional 
act for which the outcome is unknown.!® Chance operations became a perfect 
means for creating experimental works and for surpassing imagination and 
inspiration. Cage observed: “Chance, to be precise, is a leap, provides a leap out 
of reach of one’s own grasp of oneself.” !” 

Since compositions based on chance operations can lead to works in which 


every sound aspect is determined, Cage, in a further step, introduced 
indeterminacy to “bring about a situation in which things would happen that are 
not under my control,” granting his performers a certain degree of creative 
liberty.!° However, he required his performers to also strive for impersonality 
and non-intention and bring about unpredictability within the framework he 
designed. Henceforth Cage warned against improvisatory approaches, because 
(as he saw it) improvisation often involves the expression of a personal style and 
emotions, and the term’s many implied meanings (intuition, spontaneity, self- 
expression, memory, taste-based utterances, discursiveness), and possible pitfalls 
such as predictability and repetition, now contradicted his aesthetic principles. 
He feared that “most people who improvise slip back into their likes and 
dislikes, and their memory,” and therefore concluded that improvisation “does 
not lead you into a new experience, but to something with which you’re already 
familiar.” !9 For this reason he also mostly distanced himself from jazz, although 
there were notable exceptions: Cage performed with saxophonist Joseph Jarman 
and his jazz quartet in Chicago in 1965; apparently had a musical encounter with 
Ornette Coleman; wrote a solo for jazz trombonist Frank Rehak; and performed 
together with Sun Ra at Coney Island in 1986.7 

In the 1970s and 1980s, Cage reconsidered the concept of improvisation under 
new premises. He even used the word as title and subtitle for several works.*! 
But his goal was now to free improvisation from taste, memory, and feelings and 
“make improvisation a discipline.”** In pieces such as the ecologically inspired 
Child of Tree, Branches, and Inlets the performers make discoveries by using 
unfamiliar materials such as plants and conch shells. Cage explained: “The 
instruments are so unknown that as you explore, say the spines of a cactus, 
you’re not dealing with your memory or your taste.”*° In these pieces humans do 
not control nature but accept and try to discern her laws. In other works such as 
Etcetera (1973) and Etcetera 2/4 Orchestras (1985), improvisation coincides 
with Cage’s concern with individualistic anarchy and freedom. Herein 
“anarchic” and improvised situations are contrasted with “governed” and 
determined ones. What ties these later examples together is Cage’s struggle for 
one rarely achieved and often illusory meaning of improvisation: to do the 
unforeseeable. 


Aleatory 


Works by Cage and his followers are sometimes cited as examples of aleatory 


music. Derived from the Latin alea, which has many meanings, among them 
dice, game of dice, risk, danger, bad surprise, and chance, aleatory was a concept 
that European composers such as Pierre Boulez, Franco Evangelisti, Witold 
Lutostawski, and Karlheinz Stockhausen preferred over Cage’s terminology. 
Cage vehemently rejected this label, which Stockhausen and Boulez promoted. 
Boulez used it in his polemical 1957 essay “Aléa” to bypass the concept of 
improvisation and American influence and, according to Cage, to distinguish 
between the “right” and “wrong” use of chance—the wrong use being Cage’s 
approach.** 

The term aleatory was first used by the German physicist Werner Meyer- 
Eppler in electro-acoustics and information theory to describe a course of sound 
events that is determined in its framework and unspecified in detail.*° It soon 
became a catchword. Oddly most composers who chose to employ aleatory 
thought they were dealing with chance, controlled chance, and creating chance 
compositions, when for the most part they were merely introducing greater 
performance freedoms into their works. With perhaps the exception of Henri 
Pousseur, whose piece Répons pour sept musiciens (1960) involves performers 
throwing dice for sheets of music and cues, none of the composers used chance 
operations. 

Boulez used aleatory, that is “controlled chance,” for the first time in his Third 
Piano Sonata (1955-1957).*° “Controlled chance” signifies “automatisms,” 
compositional freedoms within the piece’s serial structures, and performance 
liberties such as a flexible order of sound events and variability in combining 
larger sections. Boulez also compared this work to a labyrinth, offering the 
performers various routes through the work to choose from. Yet instead of 
giving credit to precedents in American music, Boulez invoked the poetry of 
Stéphane Mallarmé (in particular “Un coup de dés”), the writings of Paul Valéry, 
and James Joyce’s novels Ulysses and Finnegans Wake as his sources of 
inspiration. 

Although quite skeptical of improvisation, Boulez toyed with the concept in 
several of his works. He evoked it in Livre pour quatuor (1949) and Le marteau 
sans maitre (1955, rev. 1957), asking performers to create the impression of 
improvisation by making complex and completely determined structures sound 
improvised. Yet in his “Improvisations sur Mallarmé I, I, and I” of Pli selon 
pli (Portrait de Mallarmé) for soprano and orchestra (1957-1962) he explored 
improvisation in new ways. According to Boulez each of these three pieces 
offers a different interpretation of improvisation: the first represents the zero 
point of improvisation and is therefore devoid of performance flexibilities; the 


second improvisation includes flexible tempos; and the third piece, the 
culmination of improvisation, features choices between various melodic lines 
and alternative passages, performable with or without a vocal part.*’ Distrustful 
of performance freedoms, Boulez, however, soon withdrew his most daring third 
“Improvisation” to eliminate most of the piece’s flexible aspects. Boulez had a 
very low opinion of contemporary forms of real-time music making and in 
particular of “free” improvisation, which he considered a _ psycho-drama 
consisting of “indifferent sound events since the memory cannot mix certain 
elements.”° 

Though he was not the person who introduced aleatory to musicians, 
Stockhausen took credit for popularizing this term: “Through me it [the term 
aleatory] entered the musical jargon, since at that time I was the only one who 
made the connection between information theory, statistics, and phonetics, on 
the one hand, and music, on the other hand.”*2 He used aleatory in his 
Klaviersttick XI (1956), whose 19 sections, though determined in the greatest 
detail, feature an “aleatoric distribution” and thus allow the performer to play 
only those sections he accidentally looks at.°° Labeling American painting and 
Cage’s music, which he considered “primitive” and “unformed,” as aleatory, 
Stockhausen used many other concepts besides aleatory, including “variable” 
and “polyvalent forms,” “field composition,” and “moment form.”?! But 
improvisation was not among them. He claimed that improvisations, especially 
those without a composer’s written instructions, relied on the reproduction of 
clichés and not on spontaneous invention.** 

Equally skeptical about “the creative ability of performers,” Lutostawski 
embraced the concepts of “controlled” or “limited aleatoricism” and “aleatoric 
counterpoint” in such works as his String Quartet (1964) to allow flexibility in 
the performance of details (tempo, rhythm) within a determined framework. 
However, Evangelisti, who also drew on the term aleatory and composed a 
string quartet titled Aleatorio (1959) featuring generous interpretative 
flexibilities, never associated aleatory with chance, but rather with risk.** In 
1964 Evangelisti co-founded with Aldo Clementi the improvisation group 
Nuova Consonanza, which included both European and American musicians and 
was dedicated to experimental real-time music making.°° 


Open Form, Mobility, and Variability 


“Open form” was another concept that intersected with improvisation and gained 


popularity in the musical discourse of the 1950s and 1960s. Yet the expression is 
contradictory and abstract. Rooted in visual imagination and denoting shape, 
outline, or mold to give materials contour, form seems hardly compatible with 
openness. Nonetheless open form has occasionally been used to describe works 
with mixed formal elements or serial structures, and after 1950 it served to 
signify various degrees of indeterminacy in a work, notation, structure, or 
material and only rarely pointed to the traditional concept of form. Pieces with 
open form either feature interchangeability of parts with determined details or 
variability of details with the course of the piece determined. 

American composer Earle Brown was among the first to claim the term open 
form for a number of his compositions. Thanks to his background in jazz (he 
played trumpet in a Boston-based band in the 1940s), he attached considerable 
importance to spontaneity and improvisation and had great trust in a musician’s 
creative ability. He also became interested in the mobility of musical elements as 
a result of his fascination with the mobiles of the sculptor Alexander Calder. One 
of Brown’s boldest ventures into open form and improvisation was December 
1952, which is part of his seven-piece set Folio (1952-1953). Its score, one of 
the earliest and most provocative examples of graph notation, originated from a 
conception of a three-dimensional box with motorized elements whose 
constantly changing physical movement in space could be interpreted in sound.*° 
Unable to realize this idea, he captured its essence on a sheet of paper in the 
form of Mondrian-like horizontally and vertically arranged thin and thick lines. 
The musical content, material, structure, form, and instrumentation are not fixed, 
so that the performers, according to Brown, “[have to improvise] the sound 
materials relative to the very simple graphic implications of the score.”°’ 
Initially Brown categorized December 1952 as an open form piece, yet later he 
preferred to call it a score for “solo or collective improvisation” and an example 
of “conceptual mobility.”°® December 1952, however, is not representative of 
Brown’s general approach to open form, which features much less notational 
ambiguity. Works such as Twenty-Five Pages for piano (1953) and Available 
Forms I and II for orchestra(s) (1961 and 1962) leave open details of the 
structure and/or the succession of structurally determined parts. Other works, 
including String Quartet (1965) and Centering for violin and chamber orchestra 
(1973), explicitly grant opportunities for improvisation. Brown always 
disassociated himself from the concepts of chance and aleatory: 


I don’t use chance! Do you think Indian music is chance-music? Do you think jazz is chance-music? 
... When you conduct my open-form pieces, you are not doing it by chance. You’re doing it because 
you want the next thing to happen. Because you think it’s right. And that’s what an improviser does. 


It’s what a composer does who writes closed-form music: but he does it in his room upstairs, rather 
than doing it on stage.... There’s a huge difference between improvisation (spontaneous decisions) 


and chance. Chance really has to be an exterior, objective thing.°9 


Like Brown, Polish-born Austrian composer Roman Haubenstock-Ramati 
dismissed aleatory and chance and explored open and mobile forms and 
improvisation in his works. He composed a number of musical mobiles, 
including Interpolation (1958), Jeux and Mobile for Shakespeare (both 1960), 
whose primary feature is performance freedom with regard to the number, order 
and simultaneous combination of fixed musical units. Additionally he drew on 
the concept of variability to describe indeterminate details of his musical 
structures. However, he distinguished between his open/mobile forms scores, 
which are, despite substantial performance flexibility, devoid of improvisation, 
and his graphic scores, including “Poetics I and II” for James Joyce (1971- 
1972) and Act-If (1971-1973), which are vehicles for improvisation.*° 

André Boucourechliev, a Bulgarian-born French composer (1925-1997), also 
used open or mobile form in his music. In his Archipel series for various 
instrumental ensembles (1967-1972), whose scores resemble a nautical map 
with archipelagos, he offers performers liberties with respect to the selection and 
order of larger sections and structural details therein. Boucourechliev rejected 
the concepts of chance and aleatory, declaring that chance neither exists in life, 
nor in art.*! He attached importance to the idea of “imprévisibilité” 
(etymologically related to improvisation), the result of spontaneous choices 
made in performances of his works. Yet he denied the viability of improvisation 
in his music, although in Archipel 3 for piano and six percussion he offered the 
pianist the choice of improvising a cadenza. He accepted improvisation in the 
form of an occasional cadenza, in pedagogy and free jazz, but deemed it 
otherwise obsolete.** 


Minimal, Meditative, and Intuitive Music 


Performance freedoms and improvisation were significant factors in minimal, 
meditative, and intuitive music in the 1960s and 1970s. Although minimal music 
is often associated with strict and systematic musical processes based on reduced 
musical material, some of its early representatives, La Monte Young and Terry 
Riley, are reputable improvisers. 

Despite having been called the “father of minimalism,” American composer 
La Monte Young never embraced this term as a description of his music, 
believing that his “work spills far and abroad over the confines considered to 


retain minimalism.”“? He, however, considers improvisation an important 
feature of his work. In the 1950s he devoted himself to improvisation, 
performing on the saxophone with such jazz luminaries as Dennis Budimir, Don 
Cherry, and Billy Higgins, and described his style as a mixture of “cool jazz and 
bebop” and a “combination of Lennie Tristano, Lee Konitz, Warne Marsh, Miles 
Davis and Charlie Parker.”“* Yet in the 1960s when he explored improvisation 
in a “static, modal, drone-style” fashion and collaborated with such musicians as 
John Cale, Tony Conrad, Walter DeMaria, Simone Forti, Terry Jennings, and 
Marian Zazeela, he distanced himself from jazz. He found jazz too limiting (and 
he himself was criticized for “not swinging enough”). Young now credited 
Indian classical music as an influence.*° He had immersed himself in the study 
of such treatises as The Grammar of South Indian (or Karnatic) Music by lyyar 
and later took lessons in raga singing with Pandit Pran Nath. For performances 
of works like Map of 49’s Dream The Two Systems of Eleven Sets of Galactic 
Intervals Ornamental Light years Tracery for voices, instruments and sine 
waves (1966-—), Young gave his performers only oral instructions, letting them 
memorize the allowed tones and improvise their cues and durations.*° In the 
1960s, Young also formed The Theatre of Eternal Music and created the Dream 
House, a location specially designed and lighted by Zazeela, to expand his music 
in time through continuous improvisation in a meditative atmosphere. Young 
called these “organically evolving improvisations [an] approach to meditation in 
sound.”*” He was interested in a “Yogic approach to meditation through 
concentration” and in getting “inside the sound” so that his body was no longer 
perceivable.*® For Young, “improvisation is composition ... but on a more 
intuitive level.” Young seeks to capture “broad, powerful, theoretical constructs” 
in written form and to achieve the “written-downness of composition” through 
practicing.*? Each improvisation becomes an autonomous composition or work, 
recorded, titled, and catalogued. 

A friend and colleague of Young, Terry Riley, too, has had little use for the 
term minimalism and whole-heartedly embraced improvisation. Like Young, 
Riley has been indebted to jazz and Indian classical music. An improviser since 
his youth, he enjoyed playing jazz standards on the piano and was inspired by 
such jazz composers as John Coltrane, Miles Davis, Bill Evans, and Charles 
Mingus. In the early 1960s, before composing his famous In C (1964), he 
worked with the jazz trumpeter Chet Baker. Yet unlike Young, Riley did not 
dissociate himself from jazz after discovering Indian classical and North African 
music. Having explored improvisation with live electronics with Loren Rush and 
Pauline Oliveros at the San Francisco Tape Music Center, Riley often conceived 


written or otherwise fixed modal and rhythmic patterns, which he repeated, 
varied, expanded, and layered through tape loops.°° In the late 1960s he 
temporarily gave up notation and other traditional forms of composition to 
devote himself to improvisation on keyboards, wind and string instruments, 
drums, and voice. For Riley improvisation and composition are intertwined and 
improvisation is “the important element in music, the real thing that breathes 
inspiration and life into it.”°! 

Hardly a minimalist, American composer Pauline Oliveros has extensively 
explored the concepts of improvisation, meditation, and Deep Listening. During 
her composition studies she experimented with improvisation, playing her 
accordion with Riley and Rush in the group Sonics. Skeptical of systematic 
compositional methods, she has preferred improvisatory and _ intuitive 
approaches to composition and described composition as “slowed-down 
improvisation” and improvisation as “speeded-up composition.”°* Many of her 
scores allow various degrees of performance freedoms, thanks to the use of 
ambiguous notation. Her Theater Pieces, tailored to such skilled improvisers as 
Stuart Dempster and William O. Smith, explicitly grant opportunity for 
improvisation. In the late 1960s, influenced by non-Western cultures and 
philosophies, various meditation and body awareness techniques and 
psychoanalysis, Oliveros’s solo improvisations changed to meditation in sound, 
as she listened to her breath rhythms and subtly translated these into sustained 
tones. In the 1970s, in collaboration with her ¢ Ensemble, she explored this 
approach further in her verbally notated Sonic Meditations (1971-1973) and in 
her Deep Listening Pieces, drawing on “focal” and “global” attention and 
mandala symbolism. In other works such as Aeolian Partitions (1968), she 
included telepathic improvisation for performers and audience members, who 
convey pitches of mentally heard intervals and chords to each other through 
telepathy. From the 1980s Oliveros has combined improvisation with her Deep 
Listening practice, performing on her accordion in just intonation with 
Dempster, David Gamper, and Panaiotis in uniquely resonant spaces, often 
employing the Expanded Instrument System, an electronic sound-processing 
environment that produces sophisticated sonic feedback to her and her fellow 
musicians’ input. She is currently pursuing possibilities of telematic real-time 
music making or cyber jamming to bring together musicians in different 
locations. 

Having explored aleatory (modeled on ideas of Cage and Brown) in the late 
1950s, Stockhausen conceived “meditative” and “intuitive” music in the late 
1960s (pioneered by Oliveros, Young, and Riley, among others).°? Stockhausen 


named Asian philosophies, especially the writings of Inyat Khan, Satprem, and 
Sri Aurobindo as influences on such pieces as Stimmung (1968), Aus den sieben 
Tagen, and Fiir kommende Zeiten (1968-1970). The score of Stimmung, whose 
title connotes mood, atmosphere, and tuning (the piece uses “reine Stimmung,” 
i.e. just intonation), is for six voices and its mix of traditional and graphic 
notation and verbal instructions prescribe rhythmic-phonetic models and a 
formal scheme to be followed while also offering a limited degree of 
performance freedom, though no opportunity to improvise. According to 
Stockhausen, Stimmung is “meditative music,” because “time is suspended” and 
one is able to “get inside the sound.”°* He also emphasized: “Meditation is not 
mawkishness, but hyper-alertness.”°° Aus den sieben Tagen and Fiir kommende 
Zeiten are examples of “intuitive music” and aim at the performers’ intuition. 
Drawing on verbal scores with minimal performance instructions (popularized 
by Fluxus composers), these pieces seem to involve improvisation. Yet 
Stockhausen expects the performers of his intuitive music to become mentally 
blank and receptive to outer vibrations. Further he does not allow them to 
reproduce any learned materials or use any type of improvisatory technique 
based on a given rhythmic, melodic, or harmonic element.°® Stockhausen 
claimed that his intuitive music went “beyond improvisation” because of its 
spiritual dimension and these pieces were superior to the improvisations of such 
American groups as Musica Elettronica Viva, whose attitude focused on “the 
vital” and “the lower centers of the consciousness.”°’ The impracticability of 
Stockhausen’s demands, however, were challenged by such performers and 
improvisers as Jean-Pierre Drouet, Clytus Gottwald, and Michel Portal. Even 
Stockhausen himself undermined the premises of his intuitive music. Operating 
the mixer in performances of these pieces, he exercised control over his 
performers by manipulating the volume of their contributions. 


Experimentalism 


Since the 1960s many American and European composers have embraced the 
concept of experiment with regard to their music. Having long served as a 
negative description for new and unconventional compositions, in the 1950s the 
term was commonly used in the field of electro-acoustic music to emphasize the 
relationship between musical composition and scientific research. The idea of 
experiment was applied to pre-composition, composition, performance, and to 
the act of listening. In the late 1950s, Cage advanced the concept of experiment 
to denote musical actions whose outcomes are unpredictable. Cage’s definition 


of experiment and its semantic proximity to improvisation inspired many 
composers, among them Anthony Braxton, Cornelius Cardew, Alvin Curran, 
Frederic Rzewski, Richard Teitelbaum, Frances-Marie Uitti, and Pamela Z to 
use the idea of experiment in conjunction with improvisation. 

Cardew (1936-1981), a British composer, wrote his first experimental music 
in the late 1950s, after encountering the music of Cage, Brown, Morton 
Feldman, David Tudor, and Christian Wolff. He conceived works with 
“experimental” types of notation, without specifying how the newly introduced 
signs should be translated into sound.°® This effort led to his famous graph 
notation compendium Treatise (1963-1967) which “escapes from performance 
rigidities of serial music and encourages improvisation” among both 
professional and amateur musicians.°? He also created experimental works for 
improvisation using texts, the theatrical The Tiger’s Mind (1967), based on 
verbal instructions, and the large-scale The Great Learning (1968-1971) with 
text as well as traditional and graph notation. 

Cardew was actively involved in improvisation. In 1966 he joined the 
improvisation group AMM, founded in 1965 by Keith Rowe (guitar), Lou Gare 
(saxophone), Lawrence Sheaff (bass), and Eddie Prévost (drums), all musicians 
eager to transcend their roots in jazz. According to Cardew, AMM was dedicated 
to “a very pure form of improvisation operating without any formal system or 
limitation.”°° AMM, which is still in existence, has remained dedicated to 
experimental improvisation, relentlessly exploring new sound sources, extended 
performance techniques, live electronics, and novel structures and forms. In 
1969 Cardew, Michael Parsons, and Howard Skempton founded the Scratch 
Orchestra (in existence until 1974) to devote themselves to experimental music 
and “improvisation rites,” which members of this group conceived, realized, and 
collected.®! Cardew also theorized about the virtues of improvisers. In “Towards 
an Ethic of Improvisation,” he argued that improvisers need such qualities as 
discipline, responsibility, integrity, selflessness, forbearance, preparedness, and 
awakeness to achieve good improvised music. 

Experimentalism and improvisation have also been key to several American 
composers based in Rome in the mid-1960s, among them Frederic Rzewski, 
Alvin Curran, and Richard Teitelbaum, who along with Allan Bryant, Steve 
Lacy, Garrett List, Jon Phetteplace, Carol Plantamura, and Ivan Vandor formed 
the experimental improvisation group Musica Elettronica Viva (MEV). Unlike 
AMM, MEV was more open and eclectic with regard to participating musicians, 
pursuing such social goals as the elimination of traditional composer-performer- 
listener hierarchies and the reduction of the gap between art and life. MEV 


experimented with “free improvisation, street music, theater collaborations with 
untrained musicians, and audience participation.”©* Experimental notations and 
musical experiments were integrated into the improvisations through 
indeterminate scores, verbal instructions, tapes, the use of conventional and 
electronic instruments, everyday objects, and such processes as intermodulation 
and biofeedback. 

Apart from their MEV-related activities, Rzewski, Curran, and Teitelbaum 
have explored experimental compositional approaches and improvisation 
throughout their careers. Rzewski has included opportunities for improvisation 
in such socially conscious and mostly traditionally notated works as Coming 
Together (1972), The People United Will Never Be Defeated (1975), and North 
American Ballads (1979). A virtuoso pianist, he has also collaborated with 
improvisers including Carla Bley, Braxton, Leroy Jenkins, and Jeanne Lee. 
Curran, too, has created many scores involving performance freedoms, including 
Maritime Rites (1984—1985), a series of ten radio broadcasts, combining sounds 
from the United States East Coast and contributions from such noted improvisers 
as Lacy, Oliveros, Malcolm Goldstein, George Lewis, and Wadada Leo Smith. 
Curran has remained active as a solo improviser, performing on keyboards, wind 
instruments, and voice in conjunction with various types of electronics. For him, 
“the act of composing and that of improvising are always blurred into a personal 
process and expression of [his] music.” He once revealed: “Improvisation is the 
art of becoming sound. ... It is the only musical art where the entire ‘score’ is 
merely the self and the others, and the space and the moment where and when 
this happens.”©? Having conceived works for Moog synthesizer, biofeedback 
sounds (amplified brainwaves, breathing, heartbeat etc.), and improvisation in 
the 1960s, Teitelbaum, equipped with experience in jazz improvisation and 
Japanese, Indonesian, and West-African musical practices, explored many new 
technologies and interactive, improvisatory, and collaborative types of music 
thereafter. In Concerto Grosso for Human Concertino and Robotic Ripieno 
(1985) he used an interactive computer system to process live improvisations by 
Braxton, Lewis, and himself. He classifies this approach as “real-time 
composition.” Such pre-compositional preparations as providing sets of 
instructions, presets, patches, and the design of the software are required to 
enable the computer to transform the improvisations, often reflections of the 
subconscious, through “long-term delays, multiple processes that extend a line or 
a note, or can store a phrase or an entire section when played to be brought back 
later in the piece.”° 

Similarly, composer-cellist Frances-Marie Uitti and composer-vocalist Pamela 


Z combine improvisation, experimentation, and interactive technologies, most 
prominently in their own solo or small ensemble performances. After having 
collaborated with Sylvano Bussotti, Cage, and Giacinto Scelsi and participated 
in various experimental improvising groups, Uitti has dedicated herself to “free 
improvisation in solitude,’ seeking to explore “multi-dimensional” cello 
performance techniques, instrument building, computer-based real-time sound 
alteration, and new compositional ideas. Besides using two bows at once, 
metallic mutes, and difference-tone resonators to produce multiphonics, shadow 
tones, and quasi-unison microtones, she avails herself of alternative tuning 
systems and such re-designed instruments as a six-string electric cello with 
sensors. Yet in working with computers, Uitti considers “triggered responses 
from a ‘listening computer’ as being too rigid and codified” and thus favors the 
creation of Max/MSP patches which she can control via a MIDI interface and 
which allow her to “use degrees of randomness to add to unpredictability.”©° Z, 
who distinguishes between “spontaneous” or “ephemeral” composition 
(improvisation) and composition that is created “over time to complete it” and 
repeatable, uses improvisation, experimentation, and chance in her creative 
processes because they lead her toward “happy accidents” and ideas she 
“definitely would not have otherwise stumbled upon.”°° Like Uitti, Z employs a 
wide range of extended performance techniques, the computer, Max/MSP 
software, and gesture-controlled MIDI devices as creative tools. But Z often 
focuses on loops of her sampled voice and live digital delay, exemplified by 
such works as Pop Titles “You” for solo voice and electronics (1986) and Bone 
Music for solo voice, found percussion, and electronics (1992). 

Although often eclipsed or contested, experimentalism and improvisation 
converged in bebop, free jazz, and other African-American creative music 
circles in the late 1950s and 1960s, perhaps most prominently in the context of 
the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM). This 
influential Chicago-based institution grew out of Muhal Richard Abrams’s 
Experimental Band and was founded in 1965. Devoted to avant-garde music 
transcending (free) jazz, AACM has nurtured such composers as Abrams, 
Braxton, Jenkins, Smith, and Roscoe Mitchell.°” A member of AACM in the 
1960s and accomplished in many forms of jazz, Braxton has excelled in the 
composition and performance of Cage-inspired avant-garde approaches and 
rejects being classified as a jazz musician. In the 1960s he explored multi- 
instrumentalism, intentionally using instruments or voice which he and his 
fellow musicians had not mastered in order to overcome familiar playing 
behaviors. In the late 1960s and 1970s he conceived works for a wide array of 


instrumental forces and developed manifold new graphic notations and verbal 
instructions, which negotiate “improvisational/fluid musics” and “notated/stable 
musics.”°8 Later Braxton increased his music’s elasticity by allowing performers 
to combine and modify his compositions or elements thereof in new ways 
(“collage-form structures”). Braxton’s music has attracted performers with both 
classical-music and jazz backgrounds. 

“Free” improvisation was an experiment in which many of the above and 
numerous others have engaged, even though it has remained unclear what free 
improvisation exactly means. It was the goal of groups including Joseph 
Holbrooke (founded in 1963 by Derek Bailey, Tony Oxley, and Gavin Bryars), 
the New Music Ensemble (founded in 1963 by Larry Austin), Nuova 
Consonanza (founded in 1964 by Franco Evangelisti), the Globe Unity Orchestra 
(founded in 1966 by Alexander von Schlippenbach), AMM, the Art Ensemble of 
Chicago (founded in 1967 by Lester Bowie and Roscoe Mitchell), the Instant 
Composers Pool (founded in 1967 by Han Bennink, Willem Breuker, and Misha 
Mengelberg), New Phonic Art (founded in 1969 by Globokar), and the Feminist 
Improvising Group (the first all-female improvisation ensemble, founded in 
1977 by Maggie Nicols and Lindsay Cooper) to create music free of notation, 
arrangements, form, style, idioms, or (reciprocal) influences. In Europe, in an 
attempt to reshape their jazz-based musical identities, improvisers such as 
Bailey, Oxley, and Bryars in England; Bennink, Breuker, and Mengelberg in the 
Netherlands; Albert Mangelsdorff, Manfred Schoof, Alexander von 
Schlippenbach, and Peter Brétzmann in Germany; and Iréne Schweizer and 
Pierre Favre in Switzerland, embraced “free” or “non-idiomatic” improvisation 
and experimental techniques to “free” or “emancipate” themselves from the 
influence of American jazz.°? Yet as George E. Lewis pointed out, this fight 
against a perceived “African-American cultural hegemony in [European] jazz” 
and “severance of the link to the jazz tradition,” which itself had been marked by 
experimental tendencies since the 1940s, had political implications: it sought to 
“erase African-American agency and influence.””° Often the idea to create free 
improvisation was more wishful thinking than reality. Every free and non- 
idiomatic improvisation draws on familiar materials since the improvisers cannot 
completely ignore their musical baggage. And whatever seems new at first 
glance, can be at risk of quickly solidifying into a musical idiom. French-born 
contra bassist and improviser Joélle Léandre emphasized, “nobody is free. It’s 
impossible to be free. We are totally codified.””! Many of the groups focusing 
on free improvisation in the 1960s were short-lived. Austin illuminated why his 
ensemble gave up: “There was a crisis point in our development, which we 


reached about three years after we formed: we had learned the piece called ‘free 
improvisation.’ The original reason for the group was disappearing.”’* Lukas 
Foss dissolved his Improvisation Chamber Ensemble when he realized: 
“Improvisation: one plays what one already knows. ... Acrobats practice until it 
is safe. Improvisation that works is made safe.””° 


Performers and Audience 


Particularly in Western contemporary music, the new focus on improvisation, 
indeterminacy, aleatory, open form, minimalist, meditative, and experimental 
concepts raised novel performance-practice issues and challenged the established 
dichotomies of composition-performance and composition-interpretation. The 
introduction of new performance freedoms was in stark contrast to existing 
practices, which rejected interpretative styles, including improvised 
embellishments and other modifications of works of the past. Free 
interpretations had been in decline since the 1800s and were kept alive by such 
musicians as Liszt and Busoni. The existing practice was indebted to Werktreue 
(fidelity to the “original”), performances faithful to what composers “intended” 
in their scores; playing from memory, suggesting the impression of immediate 
creation, seemed to provide the substitute for improvisation or improvisatory 
interpretation. In contrast to oral musical traditions, the existence of notation in 
Western music has stimulated innovation and stylistic changes, increased 
determination of performance details and intensified a tendency toward greater 
complexity, all factors inhibiting performers from improvising. The development 
toward greater compositional control even led to the suspension of the performer 
in such cases as Conlon Nancarrow’s music for player piano and in electronic 
music. But it also prompted the reconsideration and new appreciation of the role 
of performers and a fresh desire to grant them a more human and creative task. 
Many performers, however, were unprepared for this new role. They had to 
absorb new compositional philosophies, unusual performance techniques, and 
ambiguous notations and come to terms with a wide variety of performance 
freedoms. These problems were certainly absent in the personal union of a 
composer and performer and in close collaborations between a composer and 
performer with pieces specifically written for a performer’s unique abilities. One 
might cite composer-pianist “Blue” Gene Tyranny’s — extraordinary 
improvisations as an essential ingredient in Robert Ashley’s foundational TV 
opera Perfect Lives (1977-1983). But more often performers felt 


overwhelmed.’* Afraid to risk “dilettantish” spontaneous actions, some 


performers secretly wrote out their own version. Others used the newly granted 
performance freedoms to fool around, in part because they did not have the 
experience and sophisticated skills of an improviser and lacked a reservoir of 
motor patterns and musical materials as well as the ability to make spontaneous 
creative decisions, following rules, assessing emerging sounds, and reacting to 
them. Some composers, however, including composer-improviser Vinko 
Globokar, recognized this difficulty and provided advice and instruction on 
improvisatory techniques for performers unversed in improvisation.” 
Performance freedoms have also raised the issue of authorship and co- 
authorship. Composers have often overlooked the fact that performers who are 
asked to improvise in the context of their works may become co-creators and co- 
owners of the music in question. Globokar, one of the few composers to concede 
that improvising performers rightly become co-authors and co-owners of the 
music, suggested that they should receive their share of credit and royalties.’° 
Exploring improvisation and related concepts led musicians to rethink their 
relationship to the audience and the role of the audience in performances of their 
music. Globokar, for instance, felt that the presence of listeners was a nuisance 
and thus viewed them as mere tourists or voyeurs.’’ He suggested that listeners 
should not be charged an admission fee because he considered improvisations as 
“moments of research and personal development” unfitting for sale.”* On the 
other hand, he argued that audiences are necessary, that they are an indirect 
creative element and an important witness of the creative actions and that they 
can even direct the course of an improvisation.’? Cage wanted the audience to 
focus on the sounds themselves without trying to get emotional or intellectual 
results out of them. Though not necessarily disposed to catering to a certain 
audience level, most composers and improvisers aspired to communicate with 
audiences. Boulez wanted to communicate a “message” that the listener should 
perceive critically.°? He dismissed aural states of euphoria, while Young 
declared that audiences “should be moved to a strong spiritual feeling and be 
carried away to heaven,” using incense and special lighting to support these 
effects.2! Musica Elettronica Viva sought to free the audience and democratize 
the institution of the concert by embracing audience participation. In the 1960s 
the group invited people to bring their own instruments and join in their live- 
electronic improvisations, although in some instances some of the listeners 
misused their freedom, “taking big planks and whacking things” and “throwing 
chairs into the middle of the room and setting them on fire.”®* Oliveros also 
conceived music for audience participation through various forms of meditation 
and telepathic communication. In the latter case listeners are invited to 


telepathically influence players to perform certain pitches or affect the duration, 
envelope, and dynamics of sounds.®° 

Perhaps more than other music does, improvisation relies on live settings. 
Cardew, for example, felt that, “taped recordings of improvisations are 
essentially empty.”®* Much importance has been attached to visual and spatial 
aspects of these performances: the body movement and facial expression of 
musicians and “the room in which it [the music] is taking place—its size, shape, 
acoustical properties, even the view from the window.”®° Thus some musicians 
and groups have chosen to present their music in such non-conventional 
environments as intimate non-concert spaces, lofts, galleries, factories, prisons, 
and outdoor settings that undoubtedly shape the musical outcomes, attract 
different audiences (although in some cases an audience can not be 
accommodated), and prompt manifold audience reactions. 

Whatever the improvisers’ expectations for the listeners and the setting of 
improvised music, listeners cannot rely on conventional sonic models, structures, 
and forms, and so have to use individual listening strategies. Listeners, however, 
can use principles of what Adorno called “spontaneous listening,” focusing on 
repetition, similarity, and contrast of sound textures to structure a piece aurally. 
They can also enhance their perception through memorization and anticipation 
of sounds to arrive at a “multi-dimensional listening” experience.®° 

The new focus on improvisation after 1950 challenged composers, 
performers, and listeners alike and shook up the conservative music world. It 
helped soften the boundaries between old and new Western music practices, 
between jazz and experimental music (that was not rooted in jazz), between 
Western and non-Western, oral and written traditions, and between highbrow 
and lowbrow music making. It also exposed and weakened race and gender 
barriers. New light has been shed on old categories such as composition, 
performance, interpretation, and improvisation. Musicians have made invaluable 
novel experiences; and new repertoire, platforms, and spaces for multicultural 
and less hierarchically oriented music making have emerged. Contrary to music 
critic Paul Griffiths’s assertion that the “[improvisation] movement did not 
extend so far, or for so long” and that “once the 1960s passed, the old division 
between creative and performing musicians was restored,” improvised music has 
continued to flourish and spread all over the world, with lively scenes in 
Amsterdam, Athens, Berlin, London, Chicago, New York City, San Francisco, 
Mexico City, Sidney, Tokyo, and many other cities.®” Since the 1960s new 
generations of improvising performers able to deal with a variety of 
improvisatory concepts have joined the still very active older ones. Improvised 


music has begun to earn recognition in academia and, most important, has won 
new audiences worldwide who are open-minded and eager to leave the old 
musical hierarchies and boundaries behind. 
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CHAPTER 11 


MUSICAL IMPROVISATION 
Play, Efficacy, and Significance 


A. J. RACY 


CREATING music spontaneously is usually appreciated as an art but also linked to 
a realm of meaning that extends beyond the immediate musical content. 
Although this seems to apply to music in general, improvisation in particular 
tends to generate its own discourse, as well as to evoke a particular emotional 
presence. This, I argue, contributes significantly to improvisation’s 
extraordinary, or in some cases ambivalent, status. In this study, I revisit the 
theme of improvisation as a multidimensional phenomenon, with the premises 
that (a) the artistic and the discursive realms are basically interlinked and often 
reinforce one another across a creative-ideational interface, or “the place at 
which independent systems meet and act on or communicate with each other” 
(Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary 1975, 602) and (b) the degree of emphasis 
on each of the two realms, namely experience and significance, usually varies 
depending upon the musical genre, the performance context, and the culture’s 
basic attitude toward improvisation.! 

My discussions reflect my direct interest in music of the Near East, as well as 
my long experience as an improviser in the eastern-Arab musical tradition. 
However, I am also informed by current knowledge about musical 
improvisation, a phenomenon that has fascinated and intrigued many, but 
particularly in recent years has engaged numerous scholars from a variety of 
disciplines and backgrounds. 


IMPROVISATION AS MUSIC 


Today, we are cognizant of the extensive domain of improvisation; the areas 


probed range from India, Africa, and the Middle East to the Baroque, Beethoven, 
and jazz (see Nettl and Russell 1998; and Solis and Nettl 2009). At the same 
time, we realize that in some cultures improvisation is discouraged—for 
example within the relatively more recent European classical musical canon 
(Solis 2009, 1); or disallowed in certain circumstances, for instance in the case 
of Ukrainian lament rituals (Kononenko, 2009); or resisted, as directly observed 
among Chinese music students at the Shanghai Conservatory (Witzleben 2004, 
149-150). We may add John Cage’s challenge to the conventional improvisatory 
practice, on the basis of its cultural specificity, predictability, emotionality, and 
linkage to the persona of the improviser, and accordingly, Cage’s use of 
“jmprovisatory” alternatives that transcend such restrictive factors (Feisst 2009, 
40-42). Furthermore, we are increasingly aware of the complexities that 
surround the very notion of improvisation, realizing that in many world contexts 
the relevant terminology may refer to the improvisatory process only indirectly 
or by implication, and that in some cases it carries dubious or negative overtones 
(Nettl 1998, 27—45; Nettl 2009, ix—xv; Blum 1998, 27-45; Solis 2009, 1-17). To 
illustrate, the direct Arabic translation of “improvisation,” namely irtijal, carries 
overtones of the impromptu or the unprepared. We are also conscious of the 
various manifestations of what may fall under the broad category of 
“improvisation.” These range from melodic embellishments, rhythmic nuances, 
melismatic elaborations, and heterophonic interpretations that all appear in 
essentially precomposed works (Racy 2003, 80-83, 92-93), to full-fledged, self- 
contained improvisatory performances. Also of interest has been the relationship 
between improvisation and composition, particularly the view that the two are 
not categorically different, as they involve similar mental and creative processes 
(Nettl 1974, 1-19). 

Meanwhile, further light is shed on the “anatomy” of improvisation, thus 
recognizing individual ingredients, or “building blocks” (Nett! 1998, 15), that 
are relatively stable or predictable and those that are new or open to variation. 
These two realms have been studied in several taqasim (singular, taqsim, or 
Arab solo instrumental, through-composed, and typically nonmetric modal 
improvisation) in the same maqam (plural, maqamat, or Arab melodic modes), 
performed by the same artist (Nettl and Riddle 1973, 11-49; Nettl and Riddle 
1998, 369-393).* Comparably, in various improvisatory practices, we recognize 
the intricate relationship between the “referents” (Pressing 1998, 52-53), in 
other words, various guiding structures, or “points of departure” (Nett! 1998, 12- 
16), and the newly created, or in a sense the “improvised” components. I have 
addressed these two realms earlier under the metaphoric titles “the home base” 
and “the soaring spirit” (Racy 2000, 309-314). Along similar lines, we learn that 


“musical fixity and flexibility” cannot be rigidly applied to “precomposition” 
and “improvisation,” respectively, and that referential musical guidelines 
assimilated by the learner through extended practice and retained through 
memory are inherently present in the North Indian improvisatory raga 
performance (Slawek 1998, 336). Moreover, researchers have dealt with various 
traditional frameworks within which both the referential elements, which 
incidentally may be elusive or “nonexistent” in what we call “free 
improvisation,” and those that are newly created, come together. The manner in 
which the two components interrelate contextually has been studied 
comparatively, for example within the modal traditions of Iran, South India, and 
the Arab world (Nett! 2009, 187-191). 

This bird’s-eye view of improvisation, essentially as a musical idiom or text, 
gains considerable complexity if we consider both the music’s efficacy as an 
aesthetic or emotional experience, and the music’s connotative dimension or 
culturally informed meaning. In the following discussions, as I address the 
interlink between these two dimensions, I keep in sight the music, or given the 
orientation of this study, the music as “play” (S. Hall 2004, 322-323). In this 
case, the concept of play denotes the musical substance per se and also 
recognizes the agency represented by the musician, or “player,” vis-a-vis his 
musically engaged audience. It also accounts for the creative-meaningful 
maneuvers that underlie the improvisatory process. The following discussions 
highlight certain areas of convergence between efficacy and significance. 


EFFICACY AND SIGNIFICANCE 


Such areas of convergence can be studied on a variety of levels. To begin with, 
the phenomenon of improvising in its broader sense, musical or otherwise, may 
be positively viewed, or at least tolerated for a variety of reasons. Improvising is 
said to occur naturally in our lives, as it plays an unmistakable role in our 
ordinary and creative endeavors (Nachmanovitch 1990, 17) and helps us 
cultivate new skills (E. Hall 1992, 231-233). Usually infused with a euphoric 
and liberating feeling of self-absorption, or “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi 1990), 
improvisation also enables us to probe the unknown or ponder the diversionary. 
Obviously, absolute adherence to a preset path may be dull, while total 
abandonment of guidelines may be risky. And similarly, operating without 
literally following a blueprint, a script, a recipe, or for that matter a musical 
score, may result in ordinary or inferior creations that are considered unmoving 


or directionless. But it may also lead a builder, an actor, a cook, or a musician to 
produce extraordinary results that are lauded as strokes of genius. In real life, 
however, good improvisations tend to strike a balance between exploration or 
experimentation and experience, vision, and common sense. Comparably, 
through both knowledge and imagination, musical improvisation, or “the 
creation of a musical work or the final form of a musical work, as it is being 
performed” (Horsley et al. 1980, 31) may allow the performer to excel. 
Accordingly, it “releases the sudden impulse to music through the direct 
production of sound” (Nettl 1974, 4). I would add that improvisations in the 
domain of the arts, especially music, stand out because of their implicit aesthetic 
or emotional content. Often intuitive or visceral, their message may render them 
readily engaging or enchanting, or for the same reason, prone to criticism. 

Meanwhile, musical improvisation may be particularly intriguing because it 
appears to transcend, or even challenge, the established musical norm. Whether 
performing an Indian alap or an elaborate keyboard cadenza, the improviser 
seems to operate spontaneously, as if he or she is freeing himself or herself from 
the strictures of theory and pure mental calculation (Ghiselin 1952, 15). We 
often hear that improvisation is “unteachable” or “essentially nonacademic” 
(Bailey 1992, ix) or as “the practice of practice” (Bailey 1992, xi). 

Furthermore, improvisation in music may be appealing because it provides 
relief from the sense of banality we sometimes associate with excessively 
familiar musical works, especially those that are precomposed. In other words, it 
potentially provides alternatives to musics whose content is totally fixed or fully 
anticipated, unless these latter traits are valued, for example in some Western 
traditions, as signs of “discipline and predictability” (Nettl 1998, 8). 

Similarly, in many cultures, improvisers are considered exceptionally talented. 
Understandably, world definitions of, and discourses on, talent vary. In the 
eastern Arab world, the notion of talent carries certain transcendental or mystical 
overtones. The musician or improviser who evokes deep emotions in his or her 
listeners is traditionally recognized as someone who has mawhibah, a term that 
means artistic or musical “gift,” or “endowment.” Musical talent is usually 
perceived as an inborn musical predilection, or wala’ (roughly “infatuation” or 
“burning obsession”), that appears early in life, as an urge that is compelling and 
essentially unstoppable. Traditionally speaking, budding talent is discovered and 
musically “polished” by an established artist and ultimately nourished through 
extended exposure and learning (Racy 2003, 18-31). 

Moreover, in the minds of many, improvisation is directly linked to 
inspiration. The performer is able to tap into an extraordinary realm of 
consciousness that empowers him or her to create affective music 


instantaneously. Good listeners in turn speak of being ecstatically transformed 
when hearing “inspired” improvisations. Observers have taken note of concepts 
and stylistic traits that pertain to the creation of deeply moving musical 
renditions. In flamenco music and dance culture, the term duende refers to the 
magical state that haunts the artists and enables them to deliver highly affective 
performances (Papenbrok 1990). As poetically described by Garcia Lorca, 
duende is “a power and not a construct. ... a struggle and not a concept” (1955, 
154). In the world of jazz, a good improvisation or a brilliantly executed 
performance brings out the music’s elative feeling, namely “groove” or “swing.” 
This occurs particularly when the musicians deliberately avoid rigid adherence 
to the beat but instead produce “participatory discrepancies” as they play “in 
synch but out of phase” (Keil 1995, 8) or when they are “a bit out of time, or out 
of phase with one another” (Prégler 1995, 21). In Indian music, Ravi Shankar 
speaks poetically about the transcendental state he experiences when he is 
immersed in a raga performance: 


In these miraculous moments, when I am so much aware of the great powers surging within me and all 
around me, sympathetic and sensitive listeners are feeling the same vibrations. It is a strange mixture 
of all the intense emotions—pathos, joy, peace, spiritually, eroticism, all flowing together. It is like 
feeling God. (1968, 58) 


In Persian classical music, improvising in a dastgah (melodic mode), for 
example during a bazm, or a gathering of musical connoisseurs, a musician may 
experience hdl (literally, state or condition), a Sufi-related term that in this case 
refers to a deep introspective state of inspiration that leads to highly ecstatic 
performances. The late kamanjeh (upright fiddle) player, teacher, and expert on 
Iran’s artistic and Sufi culture, Morteza Varzi, explained that hdl is a “spiritual 
mood” that captivates the performers and their audiences. When it occurs, “the 
musician does things which are not necessarily planned but just ‘come out’ 
because he is not himself” (Varzi 1988, 4—5). In an informal conversation in Los 
Angeles, Mr. Varzi indicated to me that for hdl to occur, participants in the 
musical event must be artistically and “spiritually” connected; one “odd” 
participant, who is musically insensitive or unsympathetic, may put a damper on 
the overall mood, thus preventing hal from occurring. This orientation in Persian 
classical music is closely related to the Sufi ritual of sama‘ (literally, auditioning 
or listening) during which music leads to wajd, an ecstatic state of 
transformation marked by intense longing to reunite with the Beloved, or the 
Divine (see Racy 2003, 207-209). It also brings to mind the dhikr practice 
during which members of certain Sufi sects, or “brotherhoods,” take part in 
chanting and sometimes in mystical dancing. In such events, improvisatory 


chanting by a munshid, or lead vocalist, either alone or against a metric choral 
ostinato, contributes to the participants’ transcendental, or trance, state (Racy 
2009, 214-218). 

In Arab musical culture, the competent singers or instrumentalists who 
improvise, as well as those who compose or perform compositions by others, 
may be appreciated and valued for being capable of instilling tarab in their 
listeners. Tarab refers generically to the traditional Arab musical idiom, or the 
secular musical mainstream, and to the musical ecstasy that the music produces. 
Obviously, the musical substance is identified semantically and functionally with 
its transformative message. Although tarab as an ecstatic effect can be conveyed 
by a variety of compositions within the traditional repertoire, the initiated tarab 
public considers improvisatory genres, as well as the practice of tasarruf (the 
taking of interpretive liberties when performing a precomposed work), to be 
particularly ecstatic. This latter practice is mastered by renowned mutribin 
(singular mutrib, or male tarab-vocalist), such as Sabah Fakhri from Aleppo, 
Syria (Racy 2003, 92-93), and Wadi‘ al-Safi from Lebanon (Racy 2003, 88, 
131) and mutribat (singular mutribah, or female tarab-vocalist), such as the late 
legendary Egyptian singer Umm Kulthtm (Danielson 1997; Racy 1998, 106— 
108). 

In performance, a talented tarab musician becomes highly affective when he 
or she experiences an ecstatic inspirational state known as saltanah (from sultan, 
power, or powerful person, or title of a ruler). Acquiring saltanah requires that 
the artist be well grounded in the indigenous musical heritage—in other words, 
he or she has asdlah (artistic genuineness)—and that he or she is able to feel and 
interpret the local musical idiom authentically, or has ruh Shargiyyah (Eastern 
soul). At the time of performing, however, the artist must also be in a musically 
conducive physical and emotional condition. Besides, certain contextual factors 
contribute to the attainment of saltanah, including good musical rapport among 
the musicians and intimate interactions between the performer and the audience, 
in particular, the sammi‘ah (literally those who listen, from sama‘, namely 
hearing or listening, singular, sammi‘). These individuals listen creatively as 
they respond to the performance in musically intelligent ways, usually through 
subtle gestures and verbal exclamations. In this case, they engage in a feedback 
process that inspires the lead performers, especially when improvising, and 
enables them to maintain their state of saltanah throughout the performance. 
However, saltanah as a sensation is also linked to the maqamat directly. When a 
good musical representation of a certain maqam is heard, even briefly, through a 
short, precomposed or improvisatory prelude, that can instill within the 
performer the ecstatic feeling, or saltanah, of that specific maqam. That allows 


him or her to perform, or especially improvise, in that maqam in effortless and 
captivating ways (Racy 2003, 120-146). 

Furthermore, in many world contexts improvisation is valued, both as an 
embodiment of the local musical idiom and as an expression of freedom and 
individuality. Such a dual profile typifies numerous Middle Eastern 
improvisatory traditions. The Arab taqdsim genre is viewed as an ideal medium 
for representing the maqamat, since its modal flow is unencumbered by meter, 
melodic or compositional fixation, and the intervention of lyrics. However, the 
improvisatory content can also demonstrate the performer’s ability to interpret 
the modal structure in novel and affective ways. The value attached to the 
taqasim as such is reflected in numerous statements by connoisseurs and musical 
experts. The late Aleppo theorist and virtuoso violinist Tawfiq al-Sabbagh 
(1892-1964) lamented the lack of feeling in the taqadsim of Western-trained 
Arab musicians and stressed that “the taqdsim are the most sublime component 
in instrumental performing in general,” adding that this art “is the litmus test of 
the performer’s talent” (1950, 104—141).° And similarly, Syrian music historian, 
theorist, and educator Mahmiid ‘Ajjan wrote, “Good taqdsim have a magical 
effect and are considered among the most beautiful, tender, and desirable types 
of instrumental music,” adding that taqdsim are “among the most tarab-filled 
(aktharuha taraban), and among the dearest to a healthy connoisseur spirit” 
(1990, 69). However, he also stressed that the inability to play taqdsim in 
emotionally engaging ways indicates a deficiency in the musician’s “artistic and 
scientific knowledge” (1990, 73). Such assessments attest to the dual nature of 
the taqdsim genre, in terms of embracing both knowledge and imagination, 
structure and invention, and form and feeling. 

In different Middle Eastern cultures, specifically in Iran, Turkey, and the Arab 
world, such duality acquires different forms. In relative terms, the Iranian modal 
practice is highly structured, being grounded in a concrete referential base, or 
radif. Usually attributed to an ustad (master musician-teacher), the radif consists 
of explicit rote renditions for each of the twelve dastgah-s and their respective 
gushe-s, namely subsidiary modes or mode-like subsections. Also typically 
available in fully notated collections and in renditions for specific instruments, 
the radif accounts for such performative features as: notes of emphasis; 
beginning and ending notes; microtonal, or “neutral” intervals; changeable or 
unstable notes; stylized melodic and rhythmic motives; and exact placements of 
a specific typically Persian ornament. As such, it constitutes a pedagogical 
source to be learned or memorized by the student, thus attesting to the culture’s 
premium on the ustad-student relationship. Similarly, it serves as a master 
“model” or template for the composer or improviser to creatively and affectively 


reinterpret or manipulate (Nett! 1998, 14). Vocalists such as Parisa and 
Shajarian, and instrumentalists such as the late Faramarz Payvar, Mohammad- 
Reza Lotfi, and Hossein Alizadeh have been deeply admired for their 
distinguished, and in some cases remarkably innovative, radif renditions. 

By comparison, in Turkish classical music, which is historically rooted in the 
Ottoman-based classical musical tradition, theory provides a foundation for the 
modal practice. The composers or performers of improvisatory music, well 
represented by the taksim (a nonmetric, instrumental, typically solo, genre), are 
informed by written material pertaining to each of the dozens of makam-s 
(modes) in use. Specifically, each makam is illustrated through a modal scale 
and a seyir (literally “path,” from the Arabic sayr), usually a brief descriptive- 
prescriptive narrative that demonstrates, or instructs on, how a performance, or 
most typically a modal improvisation, in that makam unfolds. Accordingly, the 
seyir trajectories plot a variety of modal landmarks, including the tonic note; 
other notes of emphasis; notes that change in the course of performing; whether 
the makam is “simple” or “compound,” in other words, combining two single 
makam-s (Signell 2002, 53-54); and directionality, whether the basic melodic 
movement is ascending, descending, or “ascending-descending,” which means 
beginning somewhere toward the middle of the modal range. Furthermore, the 
rules of intonation are similarly explicit, as they specify the exact sizes of the 
melodic intervals within each modal scale. The small semitones, large 
semitones, small whole-tones, large whole-tones, and augmented seconds are 
measured in terms of the number of Pythagorean commas per interval, a comma 
being about one ninth of a Turkish large whole-tone (see Signell 1977). 

In this modal tradition, theory, being rather specific and exacting, plays a 
significant role in structuring the compositional or improvisatory practice. The 
musicians, as well as the theorists, usually speak of commas when describing 
intervals and similarly would cite the theory when judging or critiquing a 
musical work. However, in performance, many practice-based ingredients are 
introduced, including ornaments, personal technique, “artful” ways of 
modulating to other makam-s, and stylized motives that typically end certain 
phrases (Signell 1974). And furthermore, in certain cases, the intonation differs 
from what is prescribed by the theory (Signell 1974). Thus, the modal practice 
allows considerable room for combining theoretical correctness with technical 
virtuosity, emotional subtlety, and thematic innovation: 


A competent but unimaginative musician will observe all the rules of a makam, with correct intonation, 
expected modulations, and stereotyped motives at the right places. This musician does the job required, 
like a bureaucrat. A master musician might create a personal riff for a given makam, a motive that 
identifies the makam and the player. ... More subtly, each improvisation by a master musician shows 


his knowledge and understanding of the makam and its repertoire, his mood at the moment of creation, 
his personality, his virtuosity, and his musical intelligence. No one can copy this type of performance; 
like jazz, it is personal and therefore all the more precious. (Signell 2002, 56) 


In the eastern Arab world, the improvisers do not follow a radif-like structure, or 
for that matter a detailed or explicit body of theoretical instructions. The few 
theoretical sources that exist today, especially those from Egypt, rarely include 
sayr indications, but instead present the primary body of modes, usually a few 
dozen, typically in terms of octave scales in their ascending and descending 
renditions.* The modal listings may include “simplified,” or mono-modal, scalar 
renditions of Turkish compound makam-s. As a rule, the inner scalar intervals, 
primarily standardized half tones, whole tones, intermediary or “neutral” 
microtones, and augmented seconds, are all measured in accordance with a 
Western-inspired theoretical scale that consists of twenty-four equal-tempered 
quarter-tones per octave.” Furthermore, as in Turkish modal theory, the scales 
are usually partitioned modally along genus clusters, or brackets, usually in the 
form of tetrachords, although in some instances pentachords or trichords are also 
included. Viewed as self-contained modal blocks, and identified by specific 
maqam names, these clusters are meant to explain how the maqam is modally 
put together.° 

The Arab modal theory offers the practitioners a common musical 
terminology, such as mode and note names, and a certain reference to the 
different modal outlines, but also has significant practical limitations. In effect, 
its main emphasis on scalar listing reflects a modern tendency to treat the modes 
theoretically as scales. Moreover, the equal-tempered quarter-tone-based 
theoretical paradigm, if taken literally (and sometimes it is), seriously 
compromises the music’s practice-based non-tempered patterns of intonation. It 
also fails to account for the subtle yet highly affective tonal inflections (‘urab) 
that occur in the course of performing and that are basic to the tarab idiom (see 
Racy 2003, 106-113).’ In addition, the genus-based compartmentalization, from 
the viewpoint of practice, is largely arbitrary, as it tends to misrepresent the 
linear flow or the organic fluidity of the modal “narrative.” The assumed modal 
identities of the individual clusters and their individual tonics may also change 
or become ambivalent when applied contextually within actual maqam 
performances. 

Arab modal improvisations operate largely on the level of performance 
practice, or the “practice of practice.” They are informed by an intuitive mental 
realm, a habitus (Bourdieu 1990, 55), rather than a systematized or fully 
articulated set of rules. The improviser, or the composer of nonimprovisatory 


modal works, basically derives from a subliminal stockpile of commonly shared 
stylistic expectancies, as well as boundaries and margins that define the ordinary 
or acceptable, the novel or creative, and the unappealing or musically 
unacceptable. He or she utilizes an internal modal “grammar,” acquired through 
extensive musical exposure and practice (see Racy 2003, 18-31). In this 
orientation, the improviser seems to create a “version of something” instead of 
“improvising upon something” (Nettl 1974, 9), or as Edith Gerson-Kiwi has 
pointed out in the case of the Arab taqsim: 


Paradoxically, the free composing and improvising along certain melodic models seemed to resist any 
rational typology of their grouping. Moreover, the procedure of variations developed upon a non- 
existent theme, while each of them contained enough thematic properties to be identified as the theme 
itself. (1970, 66) 


Specifically, the notion of “variations developed upon a non-existent theme” 
brings to mind the question of how Arab improvisation is learned. Here, 
“unteachability” comes to mind, a theme that Scott Marcus explains eloquently 
from direct experience, through a revealing conversation he had with his 
Egyptian ‘ud (short-necked lute) teacher George Michel: 


For my part, I spent many lessons with George trying to learn the art of taqasim “improvisation” on the 
‘ud, an art of which he was an acknowledged master. This was a somewhat frustrating endeavor for 
George, since he did not feel this art could be taught. “Play from your heart,” he would instruct me. He 
decided that I should, as a first step, imitate one of his improvisations, which he proceeded to record 
for me. After many weeks, when he finally decided that I could reproduce his taqasim to his 
satisfaction, he declared that I must now come up with my own creation. When I played a phrase that 
he considered to be from his taqasim, he stopped me, stating in a loud, forceful voice, “No, that’s 
mine! Play something of your own. Your own creation!” But he was not able to teach how to build 
individual phrases or how to structure a given taqadsim. My attempts to receive instruction in the 
improvisatory exploration of individual modes were meeting with little success. Finally, I suggested 
that we turn our attention to the modulations that occur in taqasim. “Ah,” George exclaimed, “now this 
I can help you with. Yes, this is my business.” (2002, 46) 


In this account, Michel’s advice to begin by learning a taqsim by memory—an 
approach that I have attempted myself when teaching maqam improvisation to 
“nonnatives”—gives us a clue about how musicians from within the culture 
learn how to improvise. We may consider relevant comments made by Aleppo 
musicians. As Jonathan Shannon reports, especially in reference to ‘ud player 
and scholar Muhammad Qadri Dallal: 


As Dalal [Dallal] and others related to me, innovation must be based on a firm understanding of 
tradition. A “genuine artist” will have learned and committed to memory a large storehouse of songs 
and styles upon which he or she can proceed to innovate and produce something new. Indeed, in the 
course of an improvisation, Arab musicians, like jazz artists, often incorporate phrases from 
instrumental and vocal “standards.” For many, mastery of the various instrumental and vocal pre- 


composed genres is a prerequisite for improvisation. (2006, 175) 


In my own case, by the time I was improvising, sometime in my early teens, I 
had already learned countless precomposed songs and _ instrumental 
compositions. Growing up in a small Lebanese village, Ib] al-Sagi, which was 
known for its numerous musicians and instrument makers, I heard my mother, 
Emily Racy, play the violin and my maternal uncles play the ‘ud and violin. 
Similarly, I listened frequently to Kamal Farah, an older buzuq (long-necked 
lute) player and maker whose improvisations emulated the style of early 
twentieth-century Beiruti buzuq player, singer, and recording artist Muhyi al-Din 
Ba’yun. I had also heard people identify musical pieces by their mode names and 
speak about the maqamat and their distinctive moods, or emotional “flavors.” 
Further, I suspect that my own musical style of delivery borrows from the verbal 
performances of my father, Salam Racy, a well-known Lebanese author and poet 
who was also widely admired for his storytelling.2 Today, when I am asked, 
“Who taught you how to improvise?” an appropriate answer might be, “Nobody; 
I learned from everybody.” In certain respects, improvising is a culture. Like 
many from my own generation, I developed my improvisatory skills through 
what I figuratively call “gradual osmotic saturation,” an almost lifelong process 
that entails listening, trial and error, performing for initiated listeners, and 
learning from the experience. Usually, such a genre as the taqasim is not learned 
wholesale, like a self-contained kit to be readily assembled, but rather through 
unhurried and often random cultivation of ingredients that eventually come 
together in the taqadsim performance. Such ingredients pertain for example to 
linear modal flow, pacing, intonation, phrasing, pauses, ornaments, modulations 
to other maqamat, and the execution of gaflat (singular gaflah), namely stylized 
ecstatically loaded cadential patterns that occur at the end of phrases (Racy 
2003, 104-106). 

In the eastern Arab tradition, as in other Middle Eastern traditions, the creative 
interplay between the expected, or the referential, and the novel, or creative, has 
enabled numerous improvising artists to emerge both as cultural icons and as 
musical idols. Such creative interplay has defined them as protagonists of the 
turath (cultural heritage) and as artists in their own right. These artists include 
such names as the late Riyad al-Sunbati, a widely respected Egyptian composer 
and ‘ud player whose taqdsim constituted highly captivating renditions of the 
maqamat, displayed remarkable subtlety, and projected a palpable feeling of 
saltanah. By comparison, the late Farid al-Atrash, a celebrated singer and 
composer also known for his ‘uid taqdasim, distinguished himself through his 
plectrum technique, as well as his virtuosity and the almost habitual inclusion in 


his ‘ud performances of his own rendition of “Asturias” by the Spanish 
composer Albéniz. By contrast, the late Munir Bashir, an ‘ud virtuoso associated 
with the modern Iraqi style of ‘ud playing, usually produced a meditative 
ambiance through emphasis on sound resonance and the use of drawn out 
phrases punctuated by affective pauses. Also sometimes, his renditions exhibited 
influences from flamenco, Indian music, and blues. 


FUSIONS 


The artistry of such musical and cultural figures may acquire added dimensions 
of significance in view of the context in which it is presented. The venue as 
physical space may give special meaning to the performance content and vice 
versa, as illustrated by Paul Horn’s symbolically loaded flute improvisations 
recorded inside the Taj Mahal and the Great Pyramid of Giza.’ Furthermore, the 
mutual relationship between context and artistry may be prominently displayed 
in certain types of group performances. Notably, improvisation plays a 
significant part in the artistry and politics of what is known as “musical fusions.” 
Epitomizing the ability to mediate musical identities, improvising in fusion 
formats confers upon the improviser added luster without necessarily 
diminishing the status he or she may already enjoy within his or her own musical 
tradition. The public often appreciates fusions that involve artists who are well 
grounded in their own musical traditions, as well as known for their versatility 
and exploratory spirit. Such artists’ ability to navigate creatively through musical 
terrains other than their own may be deeply admired. The prospects of hearing 
musics that depart from the participating improvisers’ respective musical norms, 
or that have not been heard or even imagined prior to the performance, may be 
eagerly awaited by curious listeners. 

Musicians sometimes share success stories about their own improvisatory 
fusions with other musicians and marvel at the musical ingenuity of various 
fusion artists. In an informal conversation on the topic with my late colleague 
and good friend Nazir Jairazbhoy, a sitar player as well as a distinguished 
scholar, I said that for good musicians to engage in a fusion performance, all 
they need to have in common is a melodic mode. In his witty and charmingly 
provocative way, Nazir gave a response that was close to my heart as an 
improviser. He said, “All they need to have in common is one note!” 

Improvisation, a skill ideally suited for instantaneous engagement in collective 
musical crossovers, may also serve as a symbolic bridge linking different 


cultural orientations. Thus, it becomes directly or indirectly implicated in social 
and political agendas that fusion projects tend to embrace. A certain “politicized 
aesthetic” (Feld 1994, 246) can also emerge when nonimprovised, or specially 
composed, musics are similarly utilized. In either case, the musical content and 
the socio-political message may be loosely connected. Quite often the latter 
serves aS a mere pretext for the former and vice versa. Furthermore, the 
extramusical intentions in particular tend to be multilayered and polysemic, in 
other words, open to various interpretations by audience members and 
musicians. This is illustrated by the different, or even conflicting, assessments of 
the Paul Simon—Ladysmith Black Mambazo musical collaboration (Meintjes 
1990). Sometimes also, such intentions are perfunctory or elusive. 

With this in mind, a selective, largely self-reflexive examination of fusion 
events may give us a closer look at the interface between artistry and extra- 
artistic interpretations. The historic improvisatory interactions between Ravi 
Shankar on sitar and Yehudi Menuhin on violin boasted the remarkable 
musicianship of the two legends, but also projected a sense of cross-cultural 
rapprochement, or a “West-meets-East” vision.'? By comparison, an 
improvisatory duet that I recorded on the buzuq with Simon Shaheen on the ‘ud 
—two performers essentially from similar musical traditions—demonstrated the 
artistry involved, especially the spontaneous division of labor that characterized 
the taqdsim as presented, but did not constitute a cultural fusion in the familiar 
sense.!! The case differed somewhat when I performed on the buzugq with Djivan 
Gasparian on the Armenian duduk and Shaheen on the ‘ud, as we improvised 
together at a New York City musical event. This performance highlighted the 
individuality and compatibility of the musical traditions represented, as well as 
the performers’ skills and their eagerness to play and experiment musically 
together. !* 

“Ecstasy,” a piece that I composed for the Kronos Quartet, with nay (reed 
flute) on which I performed, joined by Souhail Kaspar on the tar (Arab large 
frame drum), and that incorporated an improvisatory section on the ndy, made 
sense on a variety of levels. Presented in several Kronos concerts and recorded 
by the Quartet with Kaspar and me, “Ecstasy” fit well with the Quartet’s 
cosmopolitan musical image, illustrated the blurring of stylistic boundaries in the 
Quartet’s repertoire, and exemplified the shift away from the string quartet’s 
exclusive image as a European classical medium (Scott 2005, 124; Kramer 2002, 
21). However, besides displaying the phenomenal versatility of the artists and 
possibly the connections between the nay and mysticism, the music reflected the 
Quartet members’ social and philosophical worldviews.'° 


A concert that I played on buzug and ‘ud with UCLA Ethnomusicology 
Department artists Shujaat Khan on sitar and Kenny Burrell on guitar, in which 
we improvised together, highlighted the compatibilities and differences in the 
musics of India, jazz, and the Arab world. It also enabled the musicians to 
experiment musically and to display their improvisatory skills.'* Somewhat 
related are the 1990s performances of the UCLA Department of 
Ethnomusicology World Music Jazz Combo. Offered as a performance class, the 
Combo included students from a variety of backgrounds, especially from North 
and South America, as well as Department professors such as Steve Loza and me 
(who supervised the Combo jointly). Also, at different times it had Brazilian 
percussionist Airto Moreira and bass player Roberto Miranda as instructors. The 
Combo presented numerous improvisatory fusions with guest artists who 
represented a variety of world musical traditions. In 1999, I joined a large gala 
performance by the Combo that featured compositions and solo and joint 
improvisations by a number of performers that included Kenny Burrell, guest 
artist Tito Puente, Francisco Aguabella, Loza, and a number of UCLA 
students.'° This as well as other performances by the Combo illustrated the 
versatility of the jazz idiom and its potential role as an arena for different world 
musical encounters. These performances also demonstrated the Combo’s 
progressive experimental orientation, as well as highlighted the talents involved 
and the diversity of musical specialties within the Department. 

Of even broader implications was a major concert in which I participated that 
was connected with the UCLA Department of Ethnomusicology and took place 
in Beverly Hills in 1997. Organized by Burrell, the performance brought 
together a large number of guest artists from Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, 
as well as local UCLA artists, including Burrell himself, the late drummer Billy 
Higgins, clarinetist Gary Gray, and others. Consisting largely of individual and 
collective improvisations, the music showcased the Department’s rich musical 
diversity, but also underscored Burrell’s own world vision, as demonstrated by 
the title he gave to the event, “The International Soundscape Project.” !® 

However, a “free jazz” performance in which I improvised on different 
instruments with other primarily jazz artists in Los Angeles illustrated the 
creativity and individuality of the artists, rather than bringing to focus discrete 
cultural or stylistic profiles.!’ Yet my several improvisatory performances with 
flamenco musicians, often through sponsorships by Arab-American cultural 
institutions, recalled in the listeners’ minds the historical and musical 
connections between the Near East and Moorish Spain, as well as entertained 
those who enjoyed both musical idioms.‘® 


Further emphasis on the artistic-conceptual interface is manifested in the 
numerous improvisatory fusions and other solo and group performances that 
have been presented at the periodic Los Angeles Festivals of Sacred Music. The 
Festival organizers have expressed the Festival’s underlying message in 
encompassing human terms. Inspired by the Dalai Lama’s universal vision, the 
message of the fifth World Festival of Sacred Music has been articulated as 
such: 


Music can be a powerful way to promote peace and global solidarity. ... The Festival presents the 
artistic accomplishment and rich diversity of sacred heritages in our city. ... We invite you to reflect on 
the shared values expressed in these traditions as you cross neighborhoods, cultural, religious, 
linguistic and ideological boundaries. Music manifests continuity—of time, linking present and past, 
and reaching out to future generations; of wisdom and faith; of community; and of our highest 
aspirations and hopes for the future of life on our beautiful blue-green planet. (Mitoma 2011, 2) 


In turn, Festival write-ups about the individual performances have highlighted 
the artistic dimension, but also sought to link it to the Festival’s underlying 
mission. Usually, such linkage has engaged the writers’ own poeticism and 
imagination. In the 2005 Festival booklet, a joint performance that had a 
significant improvisatory component was introduced as follows: 


Master musicians Simon Shaheen and Ali Jihad Racy present an evening of music rooted in tradition, 
fueled by innovation that speaks to humanity’s most profound aspirations. Ranging from the subtlest 
movements to the most sweeping gestures, these kindred spirits—in collaboration with an 
extraordinary group of musicians—offer a program that illumines the very heart of instrumental 
improvisation. Boundaries that separate the sacred and the secular collapse. Love, lover, and the 
beloved merge in this sublime evening of music from the Arab world. (World Festival of Sacred Music 


2005, 24)!9 


Thus, besides recognizing the talents of the sponsored artists, the performance 
events have aimed at building bridges that connect the city’s different ethnic, 
cultural, racial, and religious communities. Similarly projected has been the 
Festival’s message of universality. 

The path of improvisatory fusions is fraught with hazards, as well as filled 
with promise. For one thing, certain circumstances may adversely impact the 
improvisatory performance, and by extension its intended symbolic message. 
This may happen when musical traditions or individual musicians’ styles are 
stylistically incompatible, for example in fusions between musics that use 
microtones and others that are well-tempered and diatonic or between 
harmonically structured improvisations and others that are based on fixed tonics 
or drones. It may also occur when the musicians’ personalities and temperaments 
are not conducive to fruitful collaboration, or when a specific musical style or an 
individual performer dominates the musical arena to the extent of overwhelming 


the other styles or performers. Sometimes, such apparent imbalance occurs when 
a performer is consciously or unconsciously drawn toward the musical style of 
another performer. Middle Eastern improvisers may find themselves seductively 
pulled in by the Phrygian mode in flamenco (a mode that resembles the Arab 
maqam Kurd), or by the “haunting” drone-effect in Indian music, or by the blue 
notes in jazz. 

An adverse effect may also result when the agenda overwhelms the 
performance. This may take place when 20 or 30 musicians who had not played 
together before are all called back, or “herded,” to the stage for a collective 
improvisatory “farewell,” or a hasty “We-Are-the-World” finale during which 
fusion yields to confusion. Although in this case musicality tends to take a back 
seat, such spontaneous gestures may move the audience deeply through their 
collective energy and symbolic significance. A concert that took place in the Las 
Vegas MGM Grand Garden Arena on November 21, 2009, provides a good 
example. Titled “Sahra” (Evening Gathering) and attended by several thousand 
spectators, the event featured three Arab artists, namely Syrian singer Assala, 
Iraqi singer Reda Abdalla, and Algerian rai singer Khaled, whose group I joined 
on the buzuq. The concert also hosted Grammy Honoree and Def Jam recording 
artist Karina Pasian, as well as other artists from Afghanistan, Cuba, Mexico, 
Lebanon, Syria, Iran, Morocco, and France. The event culminated in a grand 
finale in which the various groups and lead singers joined in singing, or more 
accurately, performing their impromptu or individual renditions of, John 
Lennon’s “Imagine.” The impact seemed magical. As one audience member 
reported, “It brought everyone to tears.” 

In short, providing hospitable grounds for spontaneity and experimentation, as 
well as for extramusical aspirations, fusions tend to privilege improvisation as an 
art and to grant the successful improviser added dimensions of value and cultural 
capital. These events may also impart new shades of meaning into the 
improvisatory performance. As such, they help us better understand the position 
of improvisation, across various artistic, cultural, and political landscapes. 


CONCLUSION 


Broadly speaking, this study has probed the raison d’étre of musical 
improvisation, in two interconnected realms, namely efficacy and significance. 
These domains have been explored while treating improvising as a creative, 
strategic, and interactive process or as play. Although basically following a 


cross-cultural approach, I have dealt in some detail with specific Middle Eastern 
improvisatory practices, as well as included in the discussions personal 
observations and experiences related to improvisation, its modus operandi, 
ecstatic powers, and cultural implications. Consequently, the research has 
brought into focus improvisation’s highly complex and encompassing profile. 
Accordingly, the efficacy and the significance, viewed as two sides of the same 
coin, together extend into many other domains and subdomains that are 
psychological, cognitive, and aesthetic, as well as social, philosophical, and 
political. The discussions address such diverse topics as intuitive learning; talent; 
inspirational states, for example saltanah in Arab music; and _ the 
interrelationship between art and ideology, especially in the case of musical 
fusions. Accordingly, improvisation as a living art is almost inseparable from the 
art of living. 

Moreover, this research has acknowledged the versatility of the human mind, 
as illustrated by the many ways in which people organize or perhaps “tame” the 
improvisatory “urge” and present it in various structural and intuitive formats. 
This has been similarly shown through the different world modalities of 
integrating the traditionally established and the novel components in the course 
of the improvisatory performance. Meanwhile, the discussions on how 
improvisation is learned and put to practice, for example in the case of the Arab 
taqasim, have underscored the primacy of intuition, orality, and subliminal 
retention in the creative musical process. 

Also pointed out has been the complex relationship between artistry and 
society. In this case, the dialectical relationship between the improvisatory idiom 
and its human setting attests to improvisation’s cultural malleability and 
adaptability. Accordingly, the improvisatory practice may reflect the local 
culture’s attitudes toward theory, pedagogy, freedom, and eclecticism. We may 
also consider improvisation’s ability to accommodate emerging musical trends, 
while retaining its original cultural grounding. This is shown in Arab taqasim 
that occasionally incorporate melodic and harmonic reminiscences of flamenco 
music and European classical music. 

Improvisation is also empowering. As a tradition-bound art form, modal 
improvisation may capture the local cultural ethos in such creative ways that 
enhance the culture’s own image vis-a-vis the world. As both a cultural symbol 
and an individual expression, improvising may also grant the performers social 
mobility and economic prestige in their own countries and internationally. By 
the same token, improvisation enables the individual artists to challenge the 
musical norm and to eventually reshape the public’s taste and musical values. 
This may be achieved through introducing novel performance techniques or 


developing distinctive styles of presentation, for example in the case of Miles 
Davis, communicating with musicians in a ritual-like performance ambience in 
which instant turns and ambiguities related to tonality, rhythm, and tempo are 
produced (Smith 1998, 266-286). It may also be carried out through the 
cultivation of musical approaches that are inspired by other world traditions, as 
in the case of John Coltrane and modal jazz (Monson 1998, 149-168). 

Last but not least, improvisation’s power lies in its distinct ability to inspire 
and establish intercultural channels of communication. Being perfectly 
appropriate for spontaneous musical encounters, or fusions, that engage different 
world musics and artists, improvising is capable of traversing musical, national, 
and language barriers while still carrying an imprint of the performer’s own 
culture and speaking in his own creative voice. That accounts for 
improvisation’s role as an “art beyond borders.” Indeed, its efficacy, 
adaptability, naturalness, and power to engage on both emotional and mental 
levels explain its special status in today’s increasingly interconnected world. 


NOTES 


= 


. The author wishes to thank Dr. Kathleen Hood and Dr. Barbara Racy, who provided valuable input 
related to the content and preparation of this chapter. 

2. In current usage, the plural taqdsim and the singular taqsim are sometimes used interchangeably. Also, 
the plural taqasim (literally, “divisions”) is often treated as a singular generic entity. In this chapter, the 
Arabic plural form is used in the case of taqsim (i.e., taqasim) and maqam (i.e. maqamat), although for 
other foreign words, the plural “s” is used. 

3. Quotes from Arabic sources are my own translations. 

4. A few exceptions exist, particularly in the case of a few Syrian and Lebanese theoretical sources such 
as Salim al-Hili, al-Musiqa al-Nazariyyah (Beirut: Dar Maktabat al-Hayat, 1961), which includes 
brief sayr narratives. 

. One notable exception is a theory book from Aleppo, Syria, that employs the Pythagorean-based 
comma system of intonation. See Tawfiq al-Sabbagh, al-Dalil al-Misiqi al-‘Amm: Fi Atrab al- 
Angham (Aleppo, Syria: Matba‘at al-Ihsan, 1950). See also A. J. Racy, Making Music in the Arab 
World: The Culture and Artistry of Tarab (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 106-113. 

6. Maqamat in the form of clustered scales were presented in the published proceedings of the 1932 Cairo 
Congress of Arab music (see Kitab Mu’tamar al-Musiqa al-‘Arabiyyah (Cairo: al-Matba‘ah al- 
Amtriyyah, 1933: 195-247). Lists of unclustered, or “pure,” scales appear in several later sources, for 
example in an Egyptian ‘tid method book: ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Arafah and Safar ‘Ali, Dirasat al-‘Ud 
(Cairo: Matba‘at al-Sa‘adah, 1974). 

. The adverse effect of equal temperament on the indigenous music is compounded by the endemic Arab 
use of Western fixed-tone instruments, even those that are made to produce standardized equal- 
tempered “neutral” tones. Similarly, “out-of-tuneness” is often produced by the qantin (plucked zither), 
specifically since this instrument often lacks the necessary tuning-lever devices needed for producing 
the smaller pitch intervals that are essential to the arab practice. For more detail on intonation in 
tarab music, see Racy, Making Music in the Arab World, 106-113. 

8. Salam Racy (Salam al-Rasi, 1911—2003) wrote some nineteen bestsellers in Arabic about the local folk 
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culture and oral history and had a popular television series in which he told stories in his own 
characteristically humorous style. Emily Racy (al-Rasi, 1923-2004), besides being musical, published 
three books on a variety of social and historical topics. 

9. Horn’s two performances appeared on two LP albums titled Inside the Taj Mahal (1968) and Inside the 
Great Pyramid (1976). 

10. See for example the joint performance on the LP album West Meets East (1966). 

11. Recorded in 1983, this joint performance appeared originally on an LP, then on a CD. The recording 
title is Taqasim: The Art of Improvisation in Arab Music, Ali Jihad Racy, Buzuq; Simon Shaheen, ‘Ud. 
(New York: Lyrichord Stereo LLST 7374 and LYRCD 7374). 

12. This performance took place on January 10, 2004, at Joe’s Pub, in New York, in connection with the 
Arts Presenters Conference, APAP. 

13. “Ecstasy” is a movement from Zamdn Suite, which I composed for the Kronos Quartet during its 1994 
residency at the UCLA Department of Ethnomusicology. The suite was premiered with Racy and 
Kaspar on May 6 of that year at a concert in Los Angeles and was performed later at the Brooklyn 
Academy of Music in New York. The movement “Ecstasy” was performed by the Quartet with Racy 
and Kaspar several times in the United States and once at the Beiteddine (Bayt al-Din) Festival in 
Lebanon. The Quartet, with Racy and Kaspar, recorded “Ecstasy” on the Kronos CD Caravan, which 
was released by Nonesuch (79490-2) on April 18, 2000. 

14. This joint concert, titled “Strings and Soul: A Meeting of World Masters,” took place at UCLA 
Schoenberg Auditorium on May 30, 1997. 

15. This performance with the Combo in conjunction with a conference on Latin America was held at 
UCLA Schoenberg Hall on May 28, 1999. 

16. Also presented as “Celebrating a Legacy of Leadership,” this concert honored UCLA Chancellor 
Charles E. Young on the occasion of his retirement. The event took place at the Beverly Hilton Hotel 
on February 26, 1997. 

17. This is one of several performances with Adam Rudolph’s ensemble Moving Pictures during the 
1990s. In this particular performance at the Culver City Jazz Bakery, the musicians included Adam 
Rudolph, Ralph Jones, Kevin Eubanks, A. J. Racy, and others. 

18. This category includes numerous Arab-flamenco performances, for example, three 1999 concerts that 
were sponsored by Detroit-based Arab American organization, ACCESS, with other local sponsors, 
and in which I performed with a group that included Arab-American musicians and flamenco guitarist 
Pedro Cortez and dancer and vocalist La Conja. These concerts took place in Pasadena City College, 
Sexson Auditorium (April 17); New York Symphony Space (April 23); and Philadelphia, Painted 
Bride Arts Center (April 25). 

19. This concert took place at the J. Paul Getty Museum on September 24, 2005. 
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CHAPTER 12 
IMPROVISATION IN FREESTYLE RAP 


ELLIE M. HISAMA 


SPANNING a range of kinetic, sonic, and visual expression, hip hop emerged as an 


improvisatory art four decades ago.! Freestyle, or improvised rap, provides an 
arena for emcees to develop and display their rhyming skills. Often performed in 
a cipher, a group of people in a circle who take turns to improvise rhymes 
informally, freestyle is sometimes playful but sometimes not. In a freestyle 
battle, performers compete to establish their superior rhyming skills, with the 


audience determining the winner.* 

The definition of freestyle has changed since the 1980s, when it initially 
referred to rap not focused on a specific topic. In the words of Divine Styler: 
“Tt’s a non-conceptual rhyme. ... It’s just random thought.... Now they call 
freestylin’ [off] the top of the head” (Fitzgerald 2004). In Canibus’s definition of 
freestyle, “You’re not rhyming about a subject matter in particular. ... You’re 
not being so specific about what you’re talking about” (Spady, Lee, and Alim 
1999, 220). Big Daddy Kane elaborates on this early understanding of freestyle: 


The term, freestyle, is like a new term, because in the ’80s when we said we wrote a freestyle rap, that 
meant that it was a rhyme that you wrote that was free of style, meaning that it’s not [on] a [particular] 
subject matter—it’s not a story about a woman, it’s not a story about poverty, it’s basically a rhyme 
just bragging about yourself, so it’s basically free of style. ... Off-the-top-of-the-head [rapping], we 
just called that “off the dome”—when you don’t write it and [you] say whatever comes to mind 
(Edwards 2009, 181-182). 


Thus whereas old-school freestyle could be written or memorized, the term 
freestyle now in circulation generally does not permit written or prepared 
rhymes, a stance enunciated by Rifleman [Ellay Khule]: “Freestyle is you being 
spontaneous [he snaps]: right now. Improvise: right now. On the spot” 
(Fitzgerald 2004). In an interview with James G. Spady, Canibus acknowledges 
using an “old freestyle” on the radio (Spady, Lee, and Alim 1999, 220), a phrase 
inconsistent with current understandings of freestyle. 


This later definition of freestyle as rhyming that is “spontaneous” and takes 
place “right now” corresponds to Leo Smith’s definition of improvisation: 
“Improvisation is an art form used by creative musicians to deliver an expression 
or musical thought at the very instant that their idea is conceived” (Smith 1973, 
n.p.). Erik Pihel, following T-Love’s identification of three elements necessary 
to a freestyle, suggests that freestyle must rhyme, cohere, and fit to (“ride”) the 
DJ’s beat (Pihel 1996, 254-257). Jooyoung Lee points to lyrical complexity, 
delivery, and humor as those aspects valued by regulars at Project Blowed in Los 
Angeles (Lee 2009b, 313). 

Freestyle, like improvisation more generally, is sometimes romanticized as a 
product of genius, revealing gifts mysteriously bestowed on only a select few, 
but emcees themselves frequently acknowledge the work that goes into 
freestyling.? In my interview with Ace, founder of the Columbia University 
Society of Hip-Hop (CUSH), he remarked that “some people see [freestyling] as 
magical, but for me, it’s practicing a mode of expression” (Patterson 2011a).* 


Those training in the freestyle practice have to continually work at pulling words from their heads, 
transforming thoughts into coherent verbal expressions, expanding their mental glossary and fighting 
to articulately freestyle no matter the conditions (Patterson 2011b, 1). 


Emphasizing that freestylers are made, not born, Myka 9 of Freestyle Fellowship 
recalls that “[kids] can sit on the staircase and exchange rhymes instead of going 
around getting into crimes” (Edwards 2009, 182). The everyday nature of 
freestyle is further underscored by One Be Lo of Binary Star: 


It was a day-to-day thing. All we used to do was sit around all day and freestyle. ... We were just 
trying to be the best we could be, and we were bouncing it off each other. We woke up freestyling, we 
went to sleep freestyling. We would just be sitting in the basement trying to come up with songs, and 
we’d just start freestyling. We was just having fun—we wasn’t trying to make records or make history 
(Edwards 2009, 183). 


Ace describes freestyle as an activity he sometimes does with a friend “just 
because”: “Freestyling is a way of talking to each other, to talk about your day 
... with no judgment between [a friend] and me, and no audience ... the most 
beautiful thing about it” (Patterson 2011b). Rather than the product of 
exceptionally gifted individuals, freestyling is a commonplace activity; rather 
than “magical,” it is a learned practice “sharpened and presented to a critical 
circle” (Spady, Alim, and Meghelli 2006, 6). 

Derek Bailey’s observation that a successful improvising group has a 
“common stock of material—a vocabulary” that is developed individually and 
collectively (Bailey 1992, 106) resonates with the practice of freestyle, which 
draws from a pool of words as well as non-verbal sounds and gestures. Ace 


describes the process of freestyling as “rhyming while talking; a combo of 
hearing flow, knowing how to flow, feeling flow, making up your own flow, 
starting knowing what rhymes, getting the words so richly mosaic ... different 
words ‘eagles fly—pizza pie’ lead to other words, other thoughts” (Patterson 
2011a). 

Emcees distinguish between improvised rhyming and precomposed rapping, 
or “writtens.” As Boots of The Coup reflects, “There’s two different art forms: 
there’s written rhymes and there’s freestyle. And usually the people that are 
good at one are not good at the other” (Fitzgerald 2004). Freestyle is sometimes 
used aS a precursor to perfecting one’s written rhymes through a process of 
editing. Kurupt, for example, observes: 


I think in freestyle ... I might freestyle and say something that I just think is so catty. So, then I just sit 
down and write the freestyle rhyme I said, but then I calculate it more. ... I put more brain power to it 
when I just sit and write it because I can think more about how I can word it (Spady, Lee, and Alim 
1999, 537-538). 


This process by which one develops a freestyle into a rhyme that is more 
“calculated” is also recognized by k-os, who muses that “freestyling helped me 
learn how to make my more calculated raps sound sweeter” (Edwards 2009, 
184). 

An optimal state for a freestyler to reach is “the zone.” As Ace describes it: 
“When a freestyler gets to the point where his thoughts are in sync with the 
words that he’s spitting at the pace that he’s spitting at the imagined complexity 
of which he’s utilizing, he is now in the zone. ... His lines are delivered with 
such a polished smoothness and fortification that inhibits others around him to 
cut through or penetrate” (Patterson 2011b, 1-2). He describes some of the 
bodily changes discernible in a freestyler who is in the zone: 


He has transformed, and this conversion can even be visible. His eyes appear shut down; his mind is 
doing all the seeing. His hand gestures become more rapid, piercing the atmosphere with such fierce 
expressiveness (Patterson 2011b, 1). 


Interest in charting discernible changes to the body during musical performance 
led researchers to conduct neurobiological studies of improvisation using 
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), which measures blood 
oxygenation to the brain and the brain activity that results from increased neural 
activity. Aaron L. Berkowitz explains that “brain areas more active during a 
given cognitive task have higher metabolic activity, needing—and hence 
removing—more oxygen from the blood flow to those regions. This change in 
oxygenation of the blood ... can be measured and used to assess changes in 
activity in brain regions during a cognitive task, albeit indirectly” (Berkowitz 


2010, 132 n3). Research on the relationship between musical improvisation and 
brain activity has turned recently to freestyle rap (Liu et al. 2012; Limb 2011), 
following {MRI studies focused on improvisation in classical music (Berkowitz 
and Ansari 2008; Berkowitz and Ansari 2010; Berkowitz 2010) and 
improvisation in jazz (Limb and Braun 2008) in an attempt to better understand 
the creative process.° 

At the National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders, 
part of the U.S. National Institutes of Health (NIH), Siyuan Liu and his 
colleagues conducted a study of brain activity of 12 right-handed male emcees, 
comparing performances of a precomposed rap and a freestyle in order to 
explore the neural correlates of creative musical practices (Liu et al. 2012). An 
initial difficulty encountered by researchers of improvisation in rapping is the 
intertwining of speech and music—that is, freestyling is both linguistic and 
musical. Berkowitz argues that the “improvising mind ... draws on some of the 
very same neural resources as the more mundane but equally infinitely creative 
faculties of spontaneous speech and action” (Berkowitz 2010, 144). He suggests 
that language and music might share syntactic production resources, observing 
that his and co-researcher Daniel Ansari’s claim about language and music’s 
shared networks is speculative because they are not yet able to tell whether 
smaller subregions participate in linguistic, musical, or both functions 
(Berkowitz 2010, 151-152).° Yisheng Xu of Liu’s research group was able to 
“scrub” the {MRI data of artifacts in the images, thus enabling the freestyle study 
(Redmon 2012). 

The NIH lab recorded the neural activity of emcees rapping memorized lyrics 
written by the researchers (“conventional” conditions) and freestyle rapping 
(“improvised” conditions) to the same eight-bar track. The NIH study shows that 
different regions of the brain were activated in the two data sets; when 
improvising lyrics, brains exhibited activation in the medial prefrontal cortex 
(mPFC), which indicates increased motivation, organization, and drive, and 
deactivation in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (dIPFC), which indicates 
decreased sensoring, monitoring, and adjusting of behaviors (Liu et al. 2012). 
The researchers propose that “the conscious, deliberate, top-down attentional 
processes mediated by this network may be attenuated during improvisation, 
consistent with the notion that a state of defocused attention enables the 
generation of novel, unexpected associations that underlie spontaneous creative 
activity” (Liu et al. 2012, 5). Their study suggests that freestyling appears to lead 
to a tempering of self-regulating behavior and the increase of activity in areas 
related to motivation, emotion, and language. 


Although the effort to track changes to the brain when one improvises is a 
potentially valuable project, there are a few intractable problems with the NIH 
study. As noted by the researchers, subjects were required to memorize 
improvised material as it was generated and reproduced during a subsequent 
scanning run, which “might in part account for the activation of the DLPFC” 
(Liu et al. 2012, 6). An upright posture and free physical motion are the norm for 
emcees, who were required to enter the fMRI scanner prone and motionless 
while their brains were imaged, with foam pads constricting head motion (Liu et 
al. 2012, 6). While freestyling, emcees typically bob their heads, gesture with 
their hands, cradle a mic, laugh, or dance. Although the researchers assert that 
“participants’ performance was not affected by the motion restraints” (Liu et al. 
2012, 6), the physical constraint placed on the participants in the experiment 
necessitates an uncomfortable and unfamiliar posture, one that must alter the 
performance, if freestyle is considered to be an embodied performance and not 
simply recorded verbal output. 

Further, the NIH study included only male rappers, although the results are 
presented as suggestive of freestyle generally. While hip hop battles, including 
DJ battles, tend to be competitive and masculinist events, women certainly 
freestyle and a number enjoy doing so. Medusa, for one, asserts: “I like battling. 
... It’s a healthy ... outlet. It’s better than fighting, it’s better than shooting and 
stabbing other.... When you finally come across a dope sistah that is really 
saying somethin’ and speaking her mind and her voice is allowed to be heard, a 
woman Can move mountains; can move nations of men....” (Fitzgerald 2004). 
Eve has likewise reflected on her presence as a woman who freestyles in ciphers: 


I stayed around boys. So, I was really focused on guys because I rhyme like a guy. Like everybody 
always tells me, “You rhyme like a guy.” Because I’m used to being in ciphers. And I’m a female that 
will break in a cipher. I don’t care if it’s fifty guys in the cipher! I’m going to break in the cipher! ... 
Guys tend to look at you like, “Oh, you rap?” ... And the thing is, I love for people to underestimate 
me. Especially guys, I live for them to laugh and snicker. Because as soon as I open my mouth, they’re 
like, “What?! Where did you get that from? Who wrote that for you?” (Spady, Lee, and Alim 1999, 
486-487). 


Including female subjects in a freestyle study would make it possible to address 
the psychological situation of a female emcee who may confront such aspects of 
Otherness in breaking into the cipher, and the potentially physiological 
consequences when she does so.” 

This lack of attention to gender, including the issue of whether constructions 
of gender affect the process of freestyling at multiple levels, emphasizes a 
significant gap in the NIH study: it does not take into account a defining 
characteristic of freestyle—that it is a fundamentally social act. Erik Pihel 


observes that “[a] freestyle ... is a live performance in front of a live audience— 
whether an audience at a club or listeners to a freestyle competition on live 
radio” (Pihel 1996, 252). As a social act, freestyle performance is affected by 
representations of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and economic status, among 
other identifications, and it is sometimes marked by conflicts that emerge when 
such aspects of social identities are noted by emcees. 

Responses by other emcees and by the audience inevitably shape a 
performance, affecting choices of topics and altering the freestyle at any 
juncture. H. Samy Alim, Jooyoung Lee, and Lauren Mason Carris refer to the 
dynamic relationship between freestyle participants as a form of coproduction. 
In their analysis of freestyle performances in Los Angeles on the street corner 
outside of the open mic venue Project Blowed, videotaped over a four-and-a-half 
year period, they argue that black normativity is both upheld and contested by 
non-black emcees and non-black listeners (Alim, Lee, and Mason Carris 2011). 
The effect of the audience’s responses on the emcees is a phenomenon that 
Alim, Lee, and Mason Carris dub “crowding the emcee” (424), inverting the 
more traditional formulation of the emcee’s “moving the crowd.” In one 
situation they examine, after African American emcee Flawliss indexes Latino 
emcee Lil Caesar’s Latinidad with stereotypical ethnic depictions, joking about 
“Mexicans Gone Mad” (427), invoking yardwork done by Latino day laborers 
(430), and using a pseudo-Cuban accent (428) in “performing the Other” 
(Pennycook 2003, 515), the audience visibly rejects Flawliss’s rhymes, and 
Flawliss retreats from his racially based taunting to focus instead on Lil Caesar’s 
skills as an emcee (Alim, Lee, and Mason Carris 2011, 432—433). In another 
study of the co-construction of race and ethnicity in freestyle, Alim, Lee, and 
Mason Carris remark upon the situational dominance of blackness, noting that 
“[nJot all emcees have the same ‘right’ to use racial and ethnic disses. ... [W]hile 
hegemonic meanings of race and ethnicity may be locally and temporarily 
inverted in these interactional moments, this ‘inversion’ also depends upon and 
maintains other hegemonic social meanings” (Alim, Lee, and Mason Carris 
2010, 128). 

The “conflictual encounters” in freestyle rap battles identified by Alim, Lee, 
and Mason Carris (2010, 117), which establish and sometimes invert hierarchies 
based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and occupation, cannot occur in the 
experimental setting described in the NIH’s fMRI study of freestyle. The 
phenomenon of “face-work” described by Lee (2009b) in which other emcees 
jump in when a rapper “falls off,” unable to continue a freestyle, in order to 
preserve the flow in a cipher, is also absent in a study limited to freestyle 
performed by an isolated individual with no audience. Such research is, further, 


not able to take into account the pressure of audiences in establishing an ethics 
of freestyling, in which originality and creativity is prized (Lee 2009b, 310) and 
in which offering a written rhyme as one that is improvised (“frontin’”) is 


unacceptable, or “wack” (Pihel 1996, 267).° This research thus leaves untouched 


a considerable terrain of actual freestyle practice.? 

“A freestyle mode of thinking” (Alim 2006, 93) is shared and developed by a 
community of interactive emcees and listeners. The collaborative and conflictual 
nature of freestyle thus offers a potentially rich layer to mine in explorations of 
improvisation, thus contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of the 
process by which improvising emcees are able to organize verbal elements in 
musical time, which is as much a social process as a technical one. 


NOTES 


1. I would like to thank Jocelyne Guilbault, Mark Katz, Josh Kun, Anthony Patterson, and Anton Vishio 
for sharing their thoughts about this work, and the faculty and graduate students at Duke University’s 
Department of Music for their perceptive questions and comments. 

2. H. Samy Alim, Jooyoung Lee, and Lauren Mason Carris explore the competitive dynamic and social 
meanings of freestyle battles (Alim, Lee, and Mason Carris 2010; Alim, Lee, and Mason Carris 2011; 
Lee 2009a, 2009b). 

3. When asked by Derek Bailey about the difference between the initial performance of several recorded 
guitar breaks and his reproducing those improvisations, Steve Howe of Yes characterized the 
reproduced versions as “never quite as magical” (Bailey 1992, 41). 

4. Further information about Ace and CUSH is available at http://welcometocush.tumblr.com/. 

. Using blood oxygen level dependent (BOLD) imaging of the brains of six right-handed professional 
male jazz musicians, otolaryngologist Charles J. Limb and neurologist Allen R. Braun observed that 
during improvisation, lateral portions of the prefrontal cortex, including the lateral orbitofrontal cortex 
and the superior portions of the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (dIPFC), areas of the brain linked to self- 
monitoring and self-inhibition, are deactivated while the frontal polar portion of the medial prefrontal 
cortex (mPFC), linked to creativity and self-expression, was activated (Limb and Braun 2008, 3, 6, 8). 
They suggest that this “unique pattern [of changes in prefrontal cortical activity] may offer insights 
into cognitive dissociations that may be intrinsic to the creative process: the innovative, internally 
motivated production of novel material ... that can apparently occur outside of conscious awareness 
and beyond volitional control” (Limb and Braun 2008, 3). Using real-time MRI, Proctor et al. (2013) 
have examined mechanisms of sound production in beatboxing. 

6. Charles Limb initiated a separate study of freestyle at Johns Hopkins University using fMRI that 
demonstrated increased activity in Broca’s area—a region of the brain linked to language production— 
during freestyling, compared to when performing the prewritten rap (West 2012). Limb asked rappers 
to “spontaneously generate rhymes incorporating a random cue word” in their freestyle (Green 2012), 
a requirement not included in the freestyle study of Liu et al. (2012). A video demonstrating Limb’s 
research methods in his jazz and freestyle studies is available (Limb 2011). The results of Limb’s 
freestyle study remain unpublished as of this writing. 

. Yoko Suzuki examines the gender dynamics of jam sessions in which female jazz musicians attempt to 
enter the performative spaces established by men. See Yoko Suzuki, ““You Sound Like an Old Black 
Man’: Performativity of Gender and Race Among Female Jazz Saxophonists” (Ph.D. dissertation, 


eal 


“J 


University of Pittsburgh, 2011). 

8. In 2012, Canibus read rhymes from a notebook in a battle with Dizaster, an event that led to 
professional embarrassment and an apology from Canibus (Kangas 2012; Dukes 2012). 

9. Alim, Lee, and Mason Carris (2010, 2011) highlight the frequency of invocations of race and ethnicity 
in freestyle. They describe a rap battle between Filipino American emcee Lyraflip and African 
American emcee Flawliss, both of whom reference each other’s race; Lyraflip invokes obese African 
American characters in popular culture and Flawliss raps in mock Chinese English (Alim, Lee, and 
Mason Carris 2010, 120-123). Alim, Lee, and Mason Carris note that references to race by nonblack 
emcees toward black emcees are “extremely rare” in the data Lee gathered at Project Blowed (Alim, 
Lee, and Mason Carris 2010, 121). Jooyoung Lee chronicles how onlookers have assisted in defusing 
freestyle rap battles in South Central Los Angeles that have escalated to near violence (Lee 2009a). 
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CHAPTER 13 
SPEAKING OF THE I-WORD 


LEO TREITLER 


THE I-WORD IN MEDIEVAL STUDIES 


As much as any subject having to do with the practice and study of music, the 
subject of the present Handbook has things to teach us about the way language 
controls the framing of the investigations, observations, portrayals, and 
explanations that make up the study.! But it can teach us as well how historical 
interpretation, like politics, can come down to a matter of controlling language. 
My attention to this phenomenon was aroused first in the course of my 
engagement with musical traditions of the early Medieval West, to which we 
have access in writing but for which there are sufficient indications of a practice 
of oral composition and transmission before and even during the earliest time of 
music writing. Oral composition poses a challenge to historians, embedded in 
our script-dependent and script-oriented culture, to imagine ways in which that 
might have been accomplished and to find language to describe what is 
imagined. 

Efforts addressing those challenges have been focused largely on the chant of 
the Western church because of the way it has come down to us: as a canon 
coordinated and ordered in accordance with a liturgical practice, and a melodic 
ordering system, as described by contemporary observers. In its early written 
transmission it is prolix with respect both to the number of melodic items and the 
number of written versions of each item throughout the geopolitical domain of 
its use—Carolingian Europe. These factors make it available for systematic 
comparative study of the nature of the musical practice and the principles of its 
oral traditions. 

Fundamentals of a general nature can be deduced from the name by which the 
canon is generally identified, “Gregorian chant,” token of a conception of the 


chant as the finished product of a uniform creative act attributable to a single 
source—Gregory the Great, pope from 600 to 614—and foundation on the 
historical side of the idea of a uniform musical style that is embodied by each 
item in the canon. That idea can still be seen in the modem concept of 
composition informing such interpretations as these: Willi Apel, following his 
review of the melodies of the Gregorian Gradual chants, writes, “These 
melodies, fascinating in their analytical detail, are equally admirable for their 
synthetic quality, for their cohesion and union. In fact, the perception of their 
structural properties greatly enhances their significance as unified works of art, 
no less so than in the case of a sonata by Beethoven.”* Or William McKinnon, 
concluding his analysis of a group of Communion antiphons for the season from 
Advent to Christmas, characterizes them as “short and lovely chants of great 
tonal coherence” that “form a compositional unit.” The group as a whole “is a 
remarkable creation of epic proportions, like some great symphony.” On the 
grounds of their uniformity McKinnon attributed the group to a single composer, 
and in view of the melodic interval about which they center he gave their 
composer an identity, dubbing him “The Master of the Re-Fa Advent Lyrics.”° 

Whatever we may think of the likening of Gregorian Graduals to Beethoven 
Sonatas and Communion Antiphons to a great symphony, the idea that medieval 
chants would have been “composed”—individually or in groups—is not 
inconsistent with language use of the time, in which forms of the word 
“composition” were commonplace with reference to music.* 

The tradition of visual and anecdotal representations of St. Gregory as 
disseminator of the chant, first known from the ninth century (the century during 
which the practice of writing down music in notation began), captures the 
moment when the Pope receives the canon from the Holy Spirit, represented by a 
dove perched on or hovering near his shoulder and singing into his ear (Figure 
13.1). The Pope either transmits what he has heard orally to a scribe or two who 
write(s) it all down, or he writes it down directly himself. In this we can 
recognize the concept of inspiration as a spontaneous, ad hoc, ex tempore event 
that begets music, the canonic and authoritarian status of the chant, the practice 
of teaching by rote (or dictation) as an event of oral transmission, writing down 
(from oral dictation or performance) as a different sort of oral transmission, and 
the initiation of a written transmission. 

If we add to these features the admonition of Aurelian of ReOme, a monk of 
the ninth century, that every cantor must have “ingrafted by memory in the 
sheath of his heart the [melodic] inflection of all the verses through all the 
modes,” and the report of the monk Notker of St. Gall in the same century, 


“When I was still very young and very long melodies repeatedly entrusted to my 
memory escaped my unsteady little heart I began to reason with myself in what 


way I could bind them fast”® (my emphasis), then we will have encountered in 
these early sources all of the faculties and conceptions that have been brought to 
bear on the efforts at explaining the creation and transmission of the earliest 
music we know of our culture—all but one, “improvisation.” 

“In the scientific literature known to me on the music of the Middle Ages,” 
writes Andreas Haug, 


the concept of improvisation hardly ever appears as distinct designation of a clearly recognizable thing. 
The suspicion is that often the talk is of “improvisation” when practices are named for which positive 
demonstrations on the basis of historical sources are lacking. “Improvisation” steps forward as a 
concept [Begriff] for something ungraspable [Ungreifbares]. ... “Improvisation” is eagerly brought 
into play in the music-historical imagination and in historical music practice just where we believe 
(rightly or wrongly) that we are forced to recognize and fill vacant spaces in the evidence. In such 
vacant spaces “improvisation” is the alternative to an historically imposed silence. 

But just where there is a need to designate and to grasp something tangible, the [improvisation] 
concept fails. It made no noteworthy contribution to the better grasping of the intensively researched 


multiplicity of different variants of musical productivity in the Middle Ages (unwritten or written, not 


at all, entirely, or partly fixed before the performance).”” 
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FIGURE 13.1 Frontispiece from St. Gallen 390-91 (Codex Hartker, ca. 990-1000) oeceatine Pope 
Gregory I (ca. 600) dictating the chant to a scribe under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in the guise of a 
dove. 


Haug makes reference to the bitter controversy over the part played by unwritten 
practice and tradition in the formation of a European music that split music- 
historical Medieval research for two decades, but writes: 


The concept of improvisation played only a marginal role in this dispute. It is striking that it was 
thrown out just once, from the side in the debate that rejected vehemently the idea of a name-worthy 
participation of unwritten procedures in the historical processes that formed “Western Music.” What 
was judged not to have existed came to be regarded through the predicate “improvisatory,” 


[improvisatorisch]. The word served through its lack of definiteness as a stamp for what was ruled 


out.2 


We shall see in the second section of this essay how this ineffable concept not 
long afterward came to lose its pejorative loading, but without any gain in clarity 
about its referent. 

Max Haas begins his contribution to the 2007 Basler Jahrbuch Improvisation 
number with this characteristic pronouncement: “There are things that existed 
already earlier. Jewels, quartz, seas, and mountains were also experienced in the 
Middle Ages. One gave them names and we can today still bring the things 
referred to together with their names. ‘Improvisation’ is not such a thing.” And 
in his summary he writes “‘Improvisation’ evokes today a world to which 
spontaneity, the un-artificial, the creative, and the immediate belong, in contrast 
to the planned, the constructed, and to the rationally developed, which is 
sometimes associated with the ‘work.’ It is typical that when it comes to talk 
about ‘improvisation’ it is rather more about an aura than about a concept- 


world.”” This resonates with Haug’s reference to “the improvisatory.” Haas 
continues, “A medieval counterpart that represents a graspable semantic network 
is not to be made out.” 

Let us be clear that these dicta operate on a formal epistemological rather than 
on an empirical plane. I do not read them to deny that there were musical 
practices in the Middle Ages that today’s term improvisation struggles to 
designate—unsuccessfully (and unnecessarily) because of the baggage that the 
term has accumulated since the nineteenth century. If they meant their careful 
formulations to convey such denial I would appeal to them to reconsider. 

Carl Dahlhaus contributed his own equally characteristic scepticism about the 


use of the I-word in an essay “Was heift Improvisation?” 


If one tries to define improvisation by distinguishing it from composition as not-fixed music 
distinguished from fixed music then it turns out one falls further into dilemma or arbitrariness, because 
it concerns not isolatable domains closed against one another but rather a scale of possibilities on 
which there are, so to say, nothing but transitional and bridge forms, and their extremes, absolute 
composition and absolute improvisation, lose themselves in the unreal, the ungraspable. 


Markus Bandur, in the article “Improvisation, Extempore, Impromptu,” 
summarizes the situation succinctly: “Since the early 19th century the 
designations Improvisation and Improvising constitute themselves increasingly 
as the central concept-terms for the most diverse phenomena of musical 
productivity that is not bound to writing.” 

A passage in the article “Improvisation” in the second edition of the 
encyclopedia Die Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart claims to identify a 
formative but nebulous moment for a dichotomy of composition versus 
improvisation in the Medieval tradition. A thirteenth-century treatise by an 
anonymous writer is cited, which is about “componere et proferre discantum ex 
improviso (composing and performing discant ex improviso [I put off translating 
the last two words for the moment]).” The article’s author leaps to characterize 
this as “one of the earliest mentions of the improvisation concept,” and he 
continues, “The simultaneous use of the word ‘componere’ is symptomatic for 
the difficulties of differentiation that arise if one wishes to establish how much 
improvisatory room was available for the added voices as one performed and 
wrote down this polyphony.”!* This interpretation is a product, on one hand, of 
the assumption that word-pairs that appear to be cognates between languages are 
that in fact—still more dubious when the two usages are separated by a half- 
millennium (I refer to componere and improviso and their assumed modern 
English counterparts)—and, on the other hand, by the prior assumption of the 
dichotomy that is supposed to be established by the citation. 

Judging from the article “Compositio” in the Handworterbuch der 
musikalischen Terminologie, compositio and componere_ are _ verbal 
commonplaces in discussions of the creation of monody and organum or discant 
in the music literature of the Middle Ages. Their reference is always to an act of 
putting together or making a melody or adapting a melody to a given text or an 
added voice to a given cantus. There is no hint that such acts necessarily entail 
writing, not the least suggestion of the modern identification of “writing” with 
composing, as in references to “songwriters” who do not write their songs down. 
Nor is there any hint of an opposition or distinction between “composing” and 
“improvising.” On the contrary, this from the article “Improvisation, Extempore, 
Impromptu” in the Handbuch: “Since the Middle Ages and until the 1820s ex 
tempore and ex improviso were used also in connection with a composition 
concept understood as a vocabulary item [i.e., not as a technical term for the 
modern concept of composition].” The article gives no indication of any 
systematic differentiation in the uses of ex tempore and ex improviso. Indeed, 
Lewis and Short’s A Latin Dictionary lists improviso as a classical usage, with 


the meaning “on a _ sudden, unexpectedly,” exactly synonymous with 
extemporalis, “on the spur of the moment.”!° Neither this, nor any other Latin 
dictionary or glossary, in fact, includes a verb corresponding to the English 
improvise or its equivalent in other modern languages.!* The negative meaning 
suggested by the three syllables of improviso or improvise seems not to have 
been imposed on the concept before the nineteenth century, as we shall see in the 
second section of this essay. The anonymous thirteenth-century writer’s ex 
improviso is not an early occurrence of the “improvisation concept” any more 
than his componere is an early occurrence of the modern concept of 
“composing,” and he does not in any way pose the two as opposite or alternative 
processes. 

Stephen Blum contributes a significant insight into the distinction between ex 
tempore and ex improviso and the history of the I-word in modern languages in 
his essay, “Recognizing Improvisation,”!° where he writes that there is a citation 
of Aristotle’s famous speculations on the origins of drama in his Poetics. He 
cites a translation of Stephen Halliwell, in which we read of those who “brought 
poetry into being by their improvisations [autoschediasmaton],” and of tragedy 
“having come into being from an _ improvisational origin [arches 
autoschediastike].”!© But Blum provides a translation by Ismael Dahiyat from 
the Arabic of Ibn Sina’s commentary on this passage in which the word 
extemporize in its various forms appears in place of improvise.!’ That Dahiyat’s 
rendering is more proximate to the sense of the original is suggested by 
references in the Iliad and the Odyssey to fighting “at close quarters” 
(autoschedios). The subject of the anonymous thirteenth-century treatise, simply 
put, comes down then to “how to put together and perform discant 
extemporaneously.” The “difficulties of differentiation,” artifices of a heavily 
loaded reading, fade away. 

As for his ex improviso, the following passage from the same Handbuch 
article is to the point: “In Latin music theory and still in the music literature of 
national languages in the 19th century the generally adverbial usages ex tempore 
and ex improviso (as also the Italian all’ improvisso and the French a 
l’improviste since the 17th century [and we can add the German aus dem 
Stegreif and the Spanish al campo since the 18th century]) accent the spontaneity 
of decision-making on short notice by the performer(s) during the 
performance.”!® 

On this point it is noteworthy that the general index of Mary Carruthers’s 
authoritative The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture 
carries the entry “improvisation (ex tempore dicendi),” and the references are all 


to the role of memory in extemporized oratory and homily, which is not a matter 
of the delivery of something “memorized,” but of the spontaneous composition 
of speech supported by a well-ordered mental inventory of remembered 


materials.!° Carruthers writes, 


Ex tempore dicendi is reserved only to masters whose memories are fully stored and effectively 
designed. ... Cicero says of the great orator Marcus Antonius that “his was the best memory, with no 
evidence of prior meditation; he always seemed unprepared to begin speaking, but he was so well 
prepared that after he had spoken it was the judges that rather appeared to have been insufficiently 


prepared for defending their position.” I know of no more succinct demonstration of how greatly we 


misunderstand when we reduce ancient and medieval memoria to our word “memorization.”22 


Modern experimental social and cognitive psychologists have relieved music 
scholars of this conundrum, by rejecting such a notion of photographic memory 
storage in favor of something very like the concept of heuristic, productive 
memory articulated by Carruthers, and the concept of improvisation as a process 
of oral composition, or recomposition, held in various formulations by many 
students of poetic and musical traditions. 

The psychologist Daniel Schacter writes, “Scientists agree that the brain does 


not operate as a camera or a copying machine.”*! He cites the cognitive 
psychologist Ulric Neisser in rejecting the idea that “faithful copies of 
experience are kept in mind, only to reappear at some later time,” proposing 
instead that “only bits and pieces of incoming data are represented in memory. 
... [and] provide a basis for reconstructing a past event.”** Schacter writes, 
“When we remember, we complete a pattern with the best match available in 
memory; we do not shine a spotlight on a stored picture.” Compare this with 
Carruthers’s description of the place of memory in creative thinking in the 
Middle Ages, combining pieces of information into “judgments” (what we call 
“ideas”): “Learning can be seen as a process of acquiring smarter and richer 
mnemonic devices to represent information, encoding similar information into 
patterns, organizational principles, and rules which represent material never 
before encountered.”° 

Both the historical and scientific conceptions of memory represented by 
Carruthers and Schacter can be recognized in the foundational work of the social 


psychologist Frederick C. Bartlett.2+ I quote here from my own summary of 
relevant points of his theory in With Voice and Pen: 


Perceiving is not passive reception, it is active organizing. We strive to assimilate newly presented 
material into the setting of patterns and schemata left from the encounter with past experience. ... Thus 
perceiving, and indeed conscious life in general, is a continual process of adjusting our own records of 
our past. ... In perceiving we draw out certain salient features of the matter presented that are for us 


especially prominent. These serve as signposts for the process of assimilating and organizing. ... As 
perceiving is not simply a matter of the reception of stimuli, so remembering is not simply the storage 
of stimuli strung together and their later reproduction. Rather it is an active process of grouping 
appropriate details about such salient features. It is a process of construction, not reproduction. ... 
Remembering and imaginative construction are on a single continuum. They may differ from one 


another in degree, but not in kind.2° 


Recalling the thirteenth-century anonymous scholar who wrote how 
“componere et proferre discantum ex improviso,” can we not imagine someone 
in the tenth century writing how “componere et proferre cantum ex improviso,” 
calling on the cantor’s intuition or inspiration and his well-ordered mental 
repertory of melodic formulas and modal structures and his skill at adapting 
them to the text that is to be intoned, taking account of its syntax and accentual 
patterns, and his sense of where they belong in the melody (e.g., as beginnings or 
ends)? And could we not then say in reply to Max Haas and Andreas Haug that a 
performance or transcription of the result created through this competence could 
be such a thing as would answer to what Haas writes is evoked by improvisation 
today? Whether it should be identified by that term is really moot. In any case, 
just as “composing” and “improvising” are located on a continuum and the 
extremes of the absolute stage of both are located in a never-never land, so it is 
with “performance from memory” and “improvisation.” 

Haas’s summary of what improvisation evokes today is incomplete. With 
respect to Gregorian chant it evokes an anxiety for the security of the feeling 
about its aesthetic that is represented by the interpretations by Apel and 
McKinnon, cited previously, and by many other writers from the Middle Ages to 
the “today” in which Haas wrote—unity, consistency, logic of form. The threat 
comes from the sense of “failure to look ahead” and blundering forward without 
plan that is conveyed by the three syllables that compose improvise. And it is 
manifested in such language as “inventive whim of the moment,” “impulsive,” 
“caprice,” “improvisatory license,” and “the freedom and vagaries of 
improvisatory flights,” uttered in resistance to the suggestion that Gregorian 
chant was at one time performed as ex tempore cantandi. In the following 
section we shall see how this anxiety has been both assuaged and intensified, and 
this negativity about “improvisation” and “the improvisatory” has been both 
reinforced and reversed as an aesthetic positive. 


THE I-WORD IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY STUDIES 


The second movement of the fifth of six clavier sonatas appended as examples to 


Carl Philipp Emmanuel Bach’s Essay on the True Art of Playing the Clavier 
(1759, 1787, to be identified henceforth as Versuch) is marked “Adagio assai 
mesto e sostenuto” (very slow, mournful, and sustained). Bach may have been 
the first composer to indicate the affect mesto (mournful) at the head of a 
musical work. He was followed by Georg Philipp Telemann, Joseph Haydn, 
Ludwig van Beethoven, Johannes Brahms, Frédéric Chopin, Béla Bartok, Roger 
Sessions, and no doubt others. Other expressive marks that appear over works in 
the same set of Bach’s works include tranquillamente (tranquil), innocentemente 
(innocent), con tenerezza (with tenderness), con spirito (with spirit), lusingando 
(flatteringly), and amoroso (lovingly). 

In his 1789 Klavierschule, oder Anweisung zum Klavierspielen ftir Lehrer und 
Studierende, Daniel Gottlob Tiirk wrote, 


Every good musical piece has some one definite (dominant) character, that is the composer has 
expressed in it a certain degree of joy or sadness, of jocularity or seriousness, of courage or calm, and 
so forth. In order that the performer knows in advance which character in a musical work is the 
dominant one and how, therefore, he is to organize his performance, thoughtful composers indicate not 


only the tempo of the piece but also its character. For this purpose many words have been invented 


which indicate the required performance.”° 


There follows a list, in alphabetical order, of 60 Italian character terms, a roster 
of human feelings—‘“expression marks” we call them—and their German 
counterparts. 

Emmanuel Bach was the earliest composer to use such indications so freely, 
and they are clues to radical new ideas about what music is for and how it should 
be that he and other writers with whom he shared the eighteenth century 
promoted. A few passages from his Versuch will show the emphasis of the new 
conception and the attitude about aesthetics that is the context of this surge of 
expressive marks. 

From the third chapter of Part I, “Performance”: 


Whereof does good performance consist? In nothing other than the ability in singing or playing to 
make the [listener’s] ear sensitive to musical thoughts according to their true content and affect. That is 
what the performer should be clear about.... In that a musician cannot move [listeners] unless he 
himself is moved, so he must necessarily be able to enter himself into all the affects that he wishes to 
arouse in his listeners. He gives them to understand his feelings and moves them as well as possible to 
like-feeling. ... It is especially in fantasies born in his own mind that the clavierist can master the 
feelings of his listeners. 


Johann Joachim Quantz, in his “Essay Toward an Instruction on Playing the 
Transverse Flute,”*” begins Chapter XI, “Of Good Execution in General in 
Singing and Playing,” with a parallel: “Musical execution may be compared with 
the delivery of an orator. The orator and the musician have, at bottom, the same 


aim in regard to both the preparation and the final execution of their productions, 
namely to make themselves masters of the hearts of their listeners, to arouse or 
still their passions, to transport them now to this sentiment, now to that.” In the 
15th paragraph he writes, 


[S]ince in the majority of pieces there is constant alternation between one passion and another, the 
performer must know how to judge the nature of the passion that each idea contains, and constantly 
make his execution conform to it. 


Referring to expression marks, Quantz remarks, 


Each of these words, if carefully prescribed, requires a particular execution in performance. In 
addition. ... each piece that has the character of one of those mentioned previously may have it in 
diverse mixtures of pathetic, flattering, gay, majestic, or jocular ideas. Hence you must, so to speak, 
adopt a different sentiment at each bar, so that you can imagine yourself now melancholy, now gay, 
now serious, etc. Such dissembling is most necessary in music. 


Unmistakable from all this: music is expressive of feelings, moods, passions, 
affects (caveat: not in the sense of a claimed systematic so-called “theory of 
affects”[“Affektenlehre”] in which each affect is evoked by its own musical 
figure). Emphasis is placed on frequent and unprepared shifts of expression as a 
characteristic of the new aesthetic. The musician is like an actor, assuming the 
affects he or she wishes to convey. It is all directed at the listener—a change 
from the purpose of celebrating with music the power of a ruler or the glory of 
God. The musician aims to refine the ear of the listener, to “master his heart,” to 
“move” him or her, and also to please him or her. There are parallel motives at 


this time regarding literature.2® Both presuppose the gathering of an autonomous 
audience. 

The musical style and genre that came most expressly to give voice to this 
aesthetic is that of “Fantasy.” In the 10th chapter—“On Musical Style” (Schreib- 
Art)—of his book The Complete Capellmeister: that is, basic presentation of all 
those things that an informed, competent, and fully trained person must 
command who wishes to stand at the head of a capelle with honor and 


achievement, drawn up as an essay,*? the composer, music theorist, and 
diplomat Johann Mattheson wrote the following: 


The name “fantastic” is usually much despised; however we have a style?” by this name that is actually 
favored, and that maintains its place mainly in the orchestra and on the theater stage, not only for 
instruments but also for the singing voice. It consists actually not so much in setting or composing with 
the pen, as in singing and playing that is done out of the free spirit, or as one says, ex tempore. 

This style is the freest, most unconstrained composing, singing, and playing style that one can think 
of, in which one can come to now these, now those ideas, where one is bound neither to words nor to 
melody, only to harmony, where unusual progressions, obscure ornaments, complex turns and 


decorations emerge, without strict observation of beat and tone, disregarding their notation on paper, 
without formal principal and subordinate sections, now rushing, now hesitating, now monophonic, 
now polyphonic, now also with hesitation after the beat [tempo rubato—a device that is now suddenly 
described in virtually every pedagogical handbook], yet not without the intention to please, to 
overwhelm, to astonish. Those are the essential markers of the fantasizing style. (par. 93) 

In this style ... nothing is so contrary as order and constraint. And why should a toccata, bontade, or 
caprice choose for itself certain keys in which they must close? Is it not allowed to close in whatever 
key it likes? Indeed must it not often be led from one key to another quite contrary or foreign when a 
song made according to rules is to follow? This procedure is observed as little in the writing down as 
the preceding, and belongs nevertheless among the identifying marks of the fantasizing style. (par. 94) 


The final chapter of C.P.E. Bach’s Versuch, “Von der Freyen Fantasie,”*! 
begins by posing a dichotomy: free fantasies without a measured division of 
beats (i.e., meter) and with modulation to many keys, as against other pieces 
with modulation to fewer keys and either set or extemporized in a meter. It is the 
extent of modulation and the metrical or nonmetrical division of time that are 
contrasted, not the manner of production—whether by composition in advance 
or by extemporizing in the instance of performance. And there is no suggestion 
that when it is an ex tempore production, that fact is responsible for the extensive 
modulation—to distant and unexpected keys—or for the abandonment of meter. 

Bach refers the reader back to the last chapter, “On Performance,” of part I of 
the Versuch, where 


We were already taught about the good effect of the Fantasy. It is especially through fantasies, which 
do not consist of memorized (auswendig gelernt) passages or stolen ideas but must come forth from a 
good musical mind, that the clavierist can practice the expressive, the suddenly startling move from 
one affect to another. ... Fantasizing without meter seems especially suited to the expression of affects 
because every meter carries with it a kind of constraint. 


Among the additions to the second edition of Versuch II (1797) is a long 
paragraph rich with critical language inserted into the chapter on the Free 


Fantasy (41) as a new paragraph 12.°* We can gather quite a lot from it about 
Bach’s assessment of the musical situation at the time of writing, where in music 
his focus was on what he believed was the way of progress and originality, 
which faculties of musicians were necessary to achieve them, what 
contemporary composers should aspire to, and which effects on the listener 
constitute the ultimate purpose of the enterprise. All of it is placed in the context 
of the array of musical styles that are in play. 


Through a right knowledge and a bold use of harmony one becomes master of all keys, and thereby the 
composer can invent also in the Galant style [as well as in the fantastic style] modulations that had not 
existed before. Then one modulates wherever one likes; sometimes slowly, in the Galant, and even 
also in worked-out pieces, always however in an agreeable but unexpected way. Intelligence, 
knowledge, and boldness do not tolerate the sorts of restrictions on modulation that our elders 


prescribed. These remained within their boundaries, and the field within which one modulated was in 
that time not developed as vigorously as it now is.... [W]ith good instruction and through good 
models one can reach a point at which one learns by habit to modulate originally, pleasingly, and 
unexpectedly in a subtle and remote way. There are many examples of that in my Clavier Sonatas, 
Rondos, Fantasies, in my Sanctus, and in my Resurrection of Jesus, where in the most natural way, 
without [the use of] enharmonic arts, the listener is taken by surprise. 


Judging from the last sentence cited here, Bach regarded what is one of the 
main attributes of the free fantasy style—its free and wide-ranging modulatory 
aspect—as functioning well beyond the fantasy genre. 

All told, in the descriptions of music by eighteenth-century writers that have 
been reviewed here, the emphasis, as in this passage, is far more on the character 
and effect of the styles of music as a center of the aesthetic focus of the time, and 
on the intended audience response to its expression in performance, than on the 
mode of its production and transmission—whether ex tempore or written down. 
Those have been emphases surrounding the “improvisation” concept. Because 
the champions of the free fantasy style (and with it the galant and the 
empfindliche styles) valorized a music free of some or all of the constraints of 
the organizing and unifying principles of meter, teleological plan, hierarchical 
structure, and tonal consistency, while valuing the original and the unexpected, a 
kind of crossing was reached between the properties of those styles—especially 
that of the free fantasy—and a notion of “improvisation” open to a literal reading 
of all the syllables in the word. The odd result is that improvisation becomes a 
contranym, a word that can be its own antonym, depending on who is uttering it, 
and a source of the fog that has surrounded its use.°° 

This seems to begin in the nineteenth century with the conflation of “fantasy” 
or “free fantasy” with “improvisation” in instructional books and lexicons in the 
early nineteenth century. Carl Czerny: “Fantasieren: Improvisieren, 
Extemporieren”;** C. Gollmick: “Improvisiren, Ex improviso, Extemporiren, 
Fantasiren oder Frei Fantasiren[:] heisst unvorbereitet, aus dem Stegreif. Das 


erste gebraucht man vorzitiglich bei Dichtern, das zweite bei Schauspielern, das 


dritte bei Instrumentalisten”;*°> Gustav Schilling: “Improvisiren, heisst 


eigentlich: aus dem Stegreif dichten ... Dann wird das Wort auch wohl fiir 
Fantasiren, das eigentliche, sogenante freie Phantasiren ... gebraucht”;°° 
Ferdinand Simon Gassner: “... ein vollig subjektiver Geftihlsausbruch aus dem 
Stegreif ... wobei der Spieler ... in wahrhaft ungebundener Freiheit die 
mannigfachsten poetischen Licenzen sich gestattet.”°’ 

We may see in this conflation the easy projection of the ungebundener 
Freiheit and poetischen Licenzen of free fantasy onto improvisation, and like 
Jekyll to Hyde their easy conversion there to such modern formulations as “the 


improvisatory license” and “vagaries of improvisatory flights of Gregorian 
chant” already noted. The abstractions of the lexicons may also reflect a taste 
that had already been displayed in such titles as capriccio, toccata, prelude, 
ritornello. An indication of that is a passage in the entry “Toccata” in The New 
Harvard Dictionary of Music, citing Mattheson’s characterization of the toccata 
as a piece “intended to make the impression of being played impromptu [my 
emphasis]” in which “nothing is more inappropriate than order and restraint.” 
Actually, the two clauses are taken from different parts of Mattheson’s book and 
have different references. The first is from page 232 and refers to the genres 
listed above in this paragraph. The second is taken from page 88 and refers to the 
free fantasy style. The Dictionary entry continues: “The principal elements of 
toccata style are quasi-improvisatory disjunct harmonies [my emphasis], 
sweeping scales, broken-chord figuration, and roulades that often range over the 
entire instrument. In some periods, this style is also found in pieces called 
prelude, tiento, ricercar, and fantasia.” The entry recasts unnecessarily what 
eighteenth-century writers describe in clear, full, and hortatory voice as the 
fantasy style, reducing it to the extempore aspect of “improvisation.” It doubles 
down on the invention of an “improvisatory” style by adding “quasi,” guided by 
the first of the two clauses of the citation from Mattheson. And it makes 
available a negative sense of the I-words, guided by the second clause, for use to 
demean some musics or castigate the characterization of others as based on 
them. 

The replacement of “fantasy” by “improvisation”—beyond the conflation of 
the two—can seem to have originated with Heinrich Schenker’s essay “Die 
Kunst der Improvisation,” which is largely focused on the “Free Fantasy” in D 
that Bach published in two versions—a figured bass “Gerippe”?® and its 
Ausftihrung (realization) as Probesttick (example) in the final chapter of his 
Versuch, “Von der freyen Fantasie.” This may seem to have been the authority 
for Mitchell’s decision to give the chapter the new title “Improvisation” in his 
translation into English of the Versuch, and for subsequent translations from and 
interpretations about that period that have likewise covered the eighteenth 
century’s central and much articulated concept of Fantasie with a nebulous idea 
of “improvisation” and a still more nebulous idea of “the improvisatory.” If that 
is so, I believe it rests on a superficial reading of Schenker’s essay, in which 
there is no such substitution. 

Before venturing an interpretation of Schenker’s use of the I-word (which 
occurs only in his title) I consider quickly a few points about that substitution 
just on its merits as a translation. 


1. The ordinary use of the English word improvisation, both as noun and verb, 
steers our thoughts at a minimum to spontaneity. The opening of the final 
chapter of Bach’s Versuch is explicit that Fantasie—with or without the 
predication freie—does not necessarily do so. 

2. The German Fantasie, with or without the predicate, as articulated 
extensively in eighteenth-century criticism and pedagogy refers to both a 
genre and a style (Schreibart). In ordinary usage, the English improvisation 
refers to neither. Compositions called “improvisation”—for example, those 
by Bartok and Boulez—hardly constitute an established genre with defined 
characteristics. If references to “quasi-improvisation” and _ the 
“simulation””’ or “signs”? of the improvisatory or “the improvisatory as an 
act of music”! or the vanishing of “the improvisatory act”** or cadenzas 
being “about the improvisatory”*? hint at a style, as they seem sotto voce to 
do, we have seen no description of it, or of how it is simulated or signified, 
or is the subject of a musical act. 

3. Hearing an unfamiliar musical performance, can we say whether it sounds 
like a fantasy? If we have read eighteenth-century descriptions of the styles, 
surely. Can we say whether it is being improvised? Certainly not. To say 
that it sounds “improvisatory” or “quasi-improvisatory” would be to speak 
in circles. 

4. Eighteenth-century German vocabulary included I-words, but for the 
emphasis that anglophones mainly intend at a minimum _ with 
“improvisation,” German writers preferred the more precise expression aus 
dem Stegreif, an expression they also used for the skills of sight-reading and 
spontaneous transposition and that they did not conflate with their 
Fantasieren. Our English vocabulary includes the words “fantasy” and 
“fantasize.” What prevents us from using them—with due notice of their 
eighteenth-century context—to render their German cognates while 
preserving the delight in fantasy that they convey and that is deflected by 
the focus on the I-words? 

5. What Kramer calls “A performance that means to simulate the 
improvisatory”“* is a particular musical scenario that Bach describes in the 
Versuch. The subject is a two-voice cadenza at the conclusion of the Largo 
movement of sonata IV of the six associated with the Versuch. Here is 
Bach’s description: “The pausing occasioned by the whole notes occurs so 
that the performer imitates the cadence-making of two or three players—not 
pre-arranged—in which he represents, as it were, that one person pays Strict 
attention to the others, [to see] whether their proposition is at the end or 


not.”*° To be sure there is an ad hoc detail, but what Bach describes is a 
little theater piece, which inspires Kramer to comment, “Ever in role- 
playing, Bach’s keyboard music often voices the players in mask.” This 
puts the emphasis where it belongs, on the theatricality in the aesthetic of 
the time, which, like the feeling for Fantasy, is masked over by the 
obsession with “the improvisatory.” 


On to Schenker’s essay, which introduces a different emphasis of the I-word, 
meant neither to suggest a style nor a genre nor to replace or be identified with 
“freie Fantasie,” but to develop an insight into the nature of creative thought 
through the analysis of the examples in the final chapter of Bach’s Versuch. For 
the focus of this discussion the relevant lines of the essay are those that carry 
Schenker’s account of the relation between the two versions of the free fantasy 
that Bach presents as example in paragraph 14 of the chapter—what Bach calls 
the “Gerippe [see the discussion in note 38] in figured fundamental tones” and 
the Ausftihrung (execution or implementation). Schenker refers to the first as 
Plan. For the second he uses Bach’s word, Ausftihrung (for details, 
auskomponieren), but to make himself perfectly clear he adds “des Planes” (of 
the plan). What that amounts to he has already proclaimed as an axiom near the 
beginning of the essay: “Music is living movement of tones in nature-given 
space, composing-out (melodization, horizontalization) of sonorities given in 
nature”—and in a footnote, “Erlduterungen” (explications, elaborations, page 
12). From there begins a discussion of “Diminution.” These are all ways of 
characterizing the development of the Ausftihrung out of the Plan. 

In a single sentence Schenker identifies the essential elements of his 
conception about that. He writes, “The plan is of a sureness about its goal that is 
given only to genius: with full certainty about its steps, the creative energy is 
secretly—[not explicitly]—bound up with the Urlinie [elemental line; my 
emphases]” (page 22). This is not easily read right off. I believe we should see 
the first clause in the sense of inspiration or intuition, what is given, and given to 
genius, in the sense of the faculty—spiritual, intellectual, mental—that generates 
music, that “creates out of the innermost depths.” This at once highlights the 
creative agency. The conception of the secret bond between the creative energy 
and the Urlinie is immanent in the concept of Urlinie. It is given voice in the 
formulation that Bach “insists on an exact order in the diminution of a free 
fantasy and then for the sake of the fantasy hides it behind the appearance of 
disorder [my emphases].” The attention to the character of fantasy should make 
clear that this essay is not the foundation for the later dissipation of its place 
through its conflation with “improvisation.” 


Schenker finds a more tangible way of articulating his general conception 
when he turns to language—his and Bach’s—regarding the progression of the 
Gerippe: 


[T]he interpretive language of the Master falls somewhat short—not at all that the musical facts are 
falsely reported, rather that it does not yet find the right words for the deeper relationships; thus not at 
all in order to set Em. Bach’s interpretation right with my own, rather only to bring out what still 
remains hidden behind his words do I include a picture here in which I illuminate and motivate Bach’s 
plan through the Urlinie and the transformations that stem from it. 


He holds up free fantasy as a model: “The presence of mind with which our 
geniuses [he has been referring to C.P.E. Bach and Handel] mastered the tonal 
material ... did after all make it possible for them to produce far-reaching 
syntheses. Their works are in no way clobbered together from bits and pieces but 
rather, in the manner of the free fantasy, are outlined all at once and brought up 
from a mysterious source.” 

Without ourselves pretending to be geniuses, we can grasp this vision of 
Schenker’s, which is at the root of his conception of improvisation. The German 
word Einfall has no close single English counterpart. It is generally translated as 
“idea,” but what it conveys is better rendered by the expression “something that 
has suddenly come to mind” or that “occurs” to us. We have all had the 
experience of an idea or an image that has come to mind all at once, whether or 
not in response to our search for it, as when we are writing something and 
reaching for the form of the next paragraph or wording of the next sentence, or 
as when we are walking the dog. If it comes to mind, it comes as a Gestalt, from 
a mysterious place, perhaps not even in words, and we need to bring it out and 
“unpack” it, as we now Say, or “transform” it, as both Schenker and Chomsky 
have put it. We may experience it as an insight or an intuition, an inspiration or 
an epiphany. An example from my recent experience is the plan for the way I 
would conclude this essay, which came to me all at once in an instance and 
which I then had to unfold (explicate). A commonplace icon for the phenomenon 
in cartoons is a picture of a lightbulb that has just been illuminated above a 
human head, signifying the spontaneous birth of an idea (an Ejinfall) within the 
mind. 

Dahlhaus’s insight—the relation between the two “concerns not isolatable 
domains closed against one another but rather a scale of possibilities on which 
there are [sic] nothing, so to say, but transitional and bridge forms and their 
extremes, absolute composition and absolute improvisations, lose themselves in 
the unreal, the ungraspable”—came back to me the evening before this writing. I 
was in conversation with a gifted young composer and performer (singer, 


guitarist, keyboard player) of popular music who told me about a recent 
professional engagement in Los Angeles. He had been given a recorded “track” 
of a hitherto nonexistent “song” without a melody—the track had been generated 
with a computer—and his assignment was to create and record a melody to it, 
for eventual performance/recording by a very well known superstar vocalist. (It 
occurred to me at once that the “track” was the counterpart of Bach’s figured 
bass Gerippe.) I asked him how he did it. He replied without hesitation that he 
started the track playing with microphone open and sang a melody that he 
thought went well with the track, going over it some until he was satisfied. Then 
he thought a little and said, without my asking him, “I was improvising, but it’s 
the same mindset as composing, except that in composing you do more 
refining.” The story continues with the reaction of the vocalist. She was 
extremely satisfied with what he had done, and was reported to have asked, 
“What’s a little white gay kid from Philly doing sounding so black?” The story 
concretizes Kramer’s formulation that “the act of composition may be said to ... 
capture intuition.” And it recalls what Carruthers has taught us, that 
extemporaneous performance depends on a well-stocked memory—in this case 
my young friend’s internalization (ingestion) of gestures and idioms of the 
musics of African American culture. If we choose to obscure the interaction of 
the two mental processes with the I-word, it should not be with the idea that the 
word contributes anything more than the sum of its parts. 

The disorderly elements that Schenker sees covering the orderly depth of 
Bach’s Probesttick, placed there “for the sake of the Fantasy,” are Kramer’s 
“signs of the improvisatory.” “The Fantasy,” writes the latter, “is of a kind meant 
to sound as though improvised.” That, too, presupposes that “disorderly” is the 
sound of “the improvisatory.” The redundancy should be evident. 

Another way to bring all this down to earth is to cite some passages from 


reports on Beethoven’s extemporizing by contemporary witnesses collected by 


Paul Mies in “Quasi una Fantasia”:*© 


The composer Johann Schenk, who instructed Beethoven in harmony, reported on this free fantasy: 
“After touching on several themes and so to speak thrown out figures ... the self-creating genius 
unveiled his deeply felt sound-paintings. ... My ear was stimulated to constant attention ... very slowly 
he left the magic of his sounds, and with the fire of youth he stepped boldly into widely separated keys 
in order to express violent passions, transformed the sweet sounds into sad, painful ones, then into 
delicately moving affects, these again into joyful to jocular flirtation” (242). 


According to Ignaz von Seyfried, “Already [at the end of the 1790s] Beethoven 
did not deny his very gloomy, self-absorbed character. ... [Nlow his playing 
roared like a wildly bubbling waterfall, now he sank back, breathing out soft 
plaints, flowing in feelings of pain, again his soul raised itself up, triumphing 


over passing earthly suffering, turned itself toward heaven in reverential sounds 
and found calming consolation at the innocent breast of holy nature” (243). 

Johann Andreas Stumpf reported in 1824: “A tone fabric with surprising 
transitions. ... [A] chaos of tones develops itself in the most heart-gripping 
melodies.” Carl Czerny remarks that “at such improvisations often no eye 
remained dry, while many broke out in loud sobbing” (243). Sir John Russel (ca. 
1821) reports: “[During his performance] the music from the man’s soul spread 
over his face. ... [H]e looked like a sorcerer who feels overwhelmed by the 
spirits that he had himself summoned” (244). 

All of it will be familiar from the descriptions of the free fantasy style and 
practice in the pedagogical books of the eighteenth century. Only the observation 
from Russel strikes an additional note: the divine madness described by Plato, 
which is inspiration taken to the extreme, and which, in a way, the writers of the 
eighteenth century call for when they say that the musician must adopt the affect 
that he wishes to convey if he is to arouse it in the listener. 

Socrates says in the Phaedrus that 


there are two forms of madness, one caused by human sickness and the other by a divine disruption of 
customary behavior (264a) [or rationality, as he says about poets in the Jon 536d]. We distinguish four 
parts of the divine type, associated with four gods (264b). ... A third kind of possession and madness 
comes from the muses. It seizes a gentle, inexperienced soul and awakens within it a Bachanalian 
enthusiasm. ... If anyone comes to the halls of poetry without the madness of the Muses, convinced 
that technique alone will make one a good poet ... the poetry of this man who is in possession of his 
senses ... will fall short of perfection and be eclipsed by the poetry of those who are mad. (245a) 


That takes us back to the beginning of this essay, the image of St. Gregory, 
inspired—begeistert—possessed. 


POSTSCRIPT 


The context of the discourse about performance in the manuals of the eighteenth 
century is not confined to the music conservatory. Three of its terms that have 
been reported in the modern discourse mainly for their musical references open 
out as clues to the cultural and social world in which that discourse and the 
associated practices took place. I describe them only briefly; their significance, 
while very much to the point here, reaches beyond the scope of this essay. 


Empfindsamkeit 


The emphasis in eighteenth-century writing about music on performance and its 
effect on the emotions of listeners manifested “a wider European literary and 
aesthetic phenomenon, largely British in origin (e.g., Shaftesbury’s cult of 
feeling and Richardson’s novel Pamela, 1741), which posited immediacy of 
emotional response as a surer guide than intellect to proper moral behavior. 
Sulzer: ‘The ultimate purpose (Endzweck) of art is to awaken sensitivities 
(Empfindungen) through which the individual achieves his moral worth.’] C. P. 
E. Bach, who was close to Lessing and other progressive literary figures, best 
embodied the ideals of Empfindsamkeit with respect to music.”*” The movement 
is generally identified as a reaction against Enlightenment rationalism, and in its 
musical manifestation that is reflected in the tendency of pedagogical writers and 
critics to disdain rules in favor of intuition—hence the centrality of “fantasy.” 
But despite the commonplace identification of C. P. E. Bach as the principal 
musical representative of the movement, his Versuch contains just five 
references to an empfindsamer Stil, all of them simply identifying chordal 
formations appropriate to that style. And it contains explicit pointers to the 
underlying “rationality” of harmonic procedures. 


Kenner und Liebhaber 


This word-pair, which designates the six collections of keyboard sonatas ftir 
Kenner und Liebhaber that C. P. E. Bach issued between 1779 and 1787 (Wq 
55-59 and 61), comes to English by way of the French connoisseur(s) and 
amateur(s), which translate the literal sense of the German—knower and lover. 
The English adaptations, connoisseur(s) and amateur(s) have mostly lost the 
original link between them as a duality of opposites and have taken on altered 
individual meanings—person(s) of discriminating taste and judgment and a 
negative sense, the opposite of professional(s). As a duality the terms were in 
circulation during the eighteenth century as designations of different listener 
types within a growing bourgeois music public—educated and entrusted with the 
traditions and rational grounding of music or those not so entrusted or oriented 
but intoned to its emotional or sentimental character. The same duality 
differentiated critical styles and orientations of music theory, as it does still 
today. 

Beethoven wrote in a letter to the English publisher G. Smart in October 1816, 
“The Quartett [sic] (String Quartet in f minor, opus 95) is written for a small 
circle of connoisseurs and is never to be performed in public. Should you wish 
for some Quartetts for public performance I would compose them to this purpose 


occasionally.”“° C. P. E. Bach in his Nekrolog auf J.S. Bach of 1754 referred to 
“der damalige First Leopold von Anhalt Céthen, ein grosser Kenner und 
Liebhaber.”*? 

The title of Emmanuel Bach’s Klavier Sonatas represents on the practical 
plane of music publishing a synthesis about which Ernst Cassirer wrote in 
Philosophie der Aufkldrung (1932): “Whether it is the dispute between genius 
and rules, the foundation of the sense of beauty in feeling or a certain form or 
knowledge: in all these syntheses the same fundamental problem recurs. It is as 
if logic and aesthetics, as if pure knowledge and artistic intuition, had to be 
tested in terms of one another before either of them could find its own inner 
standards and understand itself in the light of its own relational complex.”°° 

Georgia Cowart elaborated in The Origins of Modern Music Criticism: French 
and Italian Music 1600-1750: “In the 18th century then we see the culmination 
and eventual synthesis of the earlier dichotomies of reason and sense, authority 
and genius, universal and relative taste, objective and subjective theories of 
artistic value. ... As criticism of the Enlightenment began to admit the value of 
both sensual and intellectual appeal in the artwork, so did musical thought come 
to admit the legitimacy of those opposing aspects into musical composition and 
criticism.”°! 


Galant 


This member of the musical vocabulary of eighteenth-century Europe bears most 
prominently the stamp of the surrounding culture and society, in which it had the 
widest currency, and evokes most actively that aura of freedom-seeking that 
marks the fantasy style. An entry under galant in the Deutsches Worterbuch von 


Jacob und Wilhelm Grimm*? reads: 


That word has got our present speech-mixers so obsessed that they have made it a real all-purpose term 
that has to apply to everything (Scharwenkel): one hears among us not only of Galant men and galant 
women but galant dogs, horses, cats, and monkeys, a galant pair of boots is nothing new to our young 
gentlemen. In the kitchen or restaurant one hears often of a galant ragout, fricasee, lamb and veal roast. 
Yes, and I can remember that a certain woman once related how she set a galant Westfalian ham 
before her husband for dinner. 


This doesn’t help to pin down a specific meaning for “galant,” although it does 


provide an insight to its currency and its aura of appeal.°? 
The Handworterbuch der musikalischen Terminologie, drawing from 
historical dictionaries of the German, French, Italian, Spanish, and English 


languages, sketches the semantic field of “galant” as an adjective for the quality 
of human behavior (courtly, good mannered, etc.) or of a thing or a product— 
spiritual, artistic, crafted: pleasing, unforced, elegant, sweet, graceful. 

It is in pedagogical, critical and philosophical writings of the eighteenth 
century that we can see the cultural fashion signified by the galant term 
manifested as a musical style. Mattheson writes in Der vollkommene 
Capellmeister, 


Drinking songs and cradle songs, little galanterie pieces, etc. should really not be indiscriminately 
called silly: they are often more pleasing and do more service when they turn out naturally than great, 
powerful concertos and proud overtures. The former demand no less from their composers, according 


to their type, than the latter. But, what can I say? Our composers are a bunch of kings, or they descend 


from royal stock, like the Scottish landholders. They don’t trouble themselves over trivialities.°4 


This piece of sarcasm summons up the criticism of Johann Sebastian Bach’s 
music that was issuing from Mattheson’s Hamburg circle. A specimen from the 
Criticus Musicus no. 6, 14 May 1737 (two years prior to the publication of 
Mattheson’s Vollkommene Capellmeister), by Johann Adolph Scheibe: 


He is the foremost of musicians, an extraordinary artist on the clavier and organ. ... This great man 
would be the admiration of entire nations if [his music] were more agreeable, if he did not remove the 
naturalness from his pieces through a pompous and entangled character and darkened its beauty 
through all-too-great art. ... Pomposity has driven him from the natural to the artificial, and from the 


sublime to the dark, and one is amazed at the arduous labor and exhausting effort that is rather wasted 


because it argues against reason.”° 


As early as 1711 we can see the same contrast as is drawn in terms of the 
Kenner-Liebhaber duality in a way that calls to mind a controversy that raged in 
the 1950s. In that year Johann David Heinichen (a student of Johann Kuhnau) 
wrote of those who judged music not by the ear but by the extent of the 
application of traditional rules of composition, 


It is an unmistakeable Marque that such Raisonneurs either have not yet taken off their musical 
children’s shoes, or are by all rights to be reckoned among the musical pedants; and consequently they 
don’t know what a difference there is, and what it means, between composing for the eyes and 
composing for the ears, a difference that is very great, as is proven by the galant compositions of those 


virtuosos distinguished by the music-loving and music-understanding world.°° 


By the time C. P. E. Bach was writing his Versuch the distinctness and 
prominence of a galant style was so much taken for granted that it hardly needed 
mentioning. The few appearances of the word in the book are revealing about the 
general character and place of its referent beyond the specific function it was 
their purpose to serve. In part I, chapter 3 (“On Performance”), par. 31, Bach 
writes about the practice of varying the second of two reprises in Allegros: “One 


must not vary everything, for then it would become a new piece. Many places in 
a piece, especially the affetuoso or eloquent places, do not allow themselves to 
be varied well. Among such places are those in the particular style of galant 
pieces which are so made that because of certain new expressions and turns one 
rarely takes them in fully on hearing the first reprise’—placing the emphasis on 
the novel and original in the Galant. 

In the opening of his Foreword to the Versuch Bach runs through the skills 
that a performer on the clavier must possess: first, what is rightfully expected of 
every instrumentalist: to execute a piece composed for his instrument according 
to the rules of good performance. Other expectations are formulated in terms of 
dualities: that the performer on the clavier should have the “knowledge of the 
General-Bass fully within his power, ... now with many, now with few voices, 
now according to strict harmony, now galant, now according to a too-little, now 
a too-much figured, bass now without, now with an incorrect figured bass.” The 
posing, as if in passing, of “strict harmony” against “galant” resonates with the 
“Kenner und Liebhaber” figure in revealing a musical culture stretched between 
the control of rules and tradition on one side, and freedom, originality, and 
novelty on the other. 
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PART IV 


WRITINGS 


CHAPTER 14 
MODERNIST IMPROVISATIONS 


ROB WALLACE 


“Strength lies in improvisation.” 


(Walter Benjamin) 


“T would have to improvise on my materials in the manner of a jazz musician.” 


(Ralph Ellison) 


“T like to improvise on a piano.” 


(Gertrude Stein) 


“The Divine Mind is abundant/unceasing/improvisatore.” 


(Ezra Pound) 


“He is a brilliant improvisator.” 


(W. B. Yeats, on Ezra Pound) 


“The instability of these improvisations would seem such that they must inevitably crumble under 
the attention and become particles of a wind that falters. It would appear to the unready that the 
fiber of the thing is a thin jelly. It would be these same fools who would deny touch cords to the 
wind because they cannot split a storm endwise and wrap it upon spools. The virtue of strength 
lies not in the grossness of the fiber but in the fiber itself. Thus a poem is tough by no quality it 
borrows from a logical recital of events nor from the events themselves but solely from that 
attenuated power which draws perhaps many broken things into a dance giving them thus a full 
being.” 


(William Carlos Williams)! 


I begin with these quotations to give a sense of how widespread the literary 
presence of improvisation was (even if we limit our view to use of the actual 
word) in the period of roughly 1900-1950, when most of the technological 
developments, philosophies, and aesthetic movements generally housed under 
the term “modernism” occurred. Such a period-based definition of modernism is 


intentionally provisional and subject to interpretation, yet the loose nature of 
modernism as I am defining it is perhaps one result of the improvisational 
elements I hope to elucidate in this essay. The relative diversity—racial, ethnic, 
sexual, political, and genre of writing—of the above authors belies at least a few 
traits common to all: all could be defined as modernist, and all use the word 
improvisation. While the importance of improvisation in each context is 
different, focusing on the use of the actual term is instructive, if only to 
demonstrate that such disparate authors did, in fact, have a verifiable connection 
to improvisation—a notion that, for reasons I will discuss later, has not often 
been emphasized (with the exception of Ralph Ellison). Casting the net wider to 
include authors from a richer set of languages, nationalities, and genres, would 
provide a long list of supporting examples, beyond the scope of this essay.* To 
borrow the words of Karl Marx (who incidentally shares a surname name with a 
family of great improvisational modernist comedians) and Friedrich Engels: a 
specter is haunting modernism, and that specter is improvisation. Nevertheless, 
the ubiquitous presence of improvisation as a practice and a theory in the 
modernist period has, until relatively recently, been ignored, denied, or 
deemphasized, specifically in discussions of modernist literature. This chapter 
explores the complicated history of modernist improvisations in literature and 
posits how a renewed emphasis on improvisation in modernist studies can help 
us transform our understanding of twentieth-century culture. 


MAKE IT NEw 


Improvisation has rarely been used as a key term in literary studies, primarily for 
two, perhaps interrelated, reasons: (1) written texts, even after a century-long (at 
least) debate regarding the fluid nature of language, are still perceived as 
relatively “fixed” objects—hence they supposedly cannot be improvised in the 
way Other artistic creations can; (2) improvisation—as a practice in general, but 
specifically in relation to the arts—is a vastly misunderstood and under- 
theorized pursuit, often connected to histories of racist oppression. Thus, to 
explore the history of modernist improvisations in literature entails an 
exploration of the connections between performance, music, and racism. I will 
return to this last point in greater detail, but first, let me broach the topic of 
defining what improvisation is. 

My focus here is generally on written texts, but as Daniel Albright has 
emphasized, the modernist period is noteworthy precisely due to the amount of 


intermedia projects that artists engaged in—making the difference between a 
strictly literary, musical, theatrical, visual, or other project sometimes difficult to 
determine.* Improvisation as a practice and theory in fact becomes more 
apparent in the often performance-based intermedia works of the early-to-mid- 
twentieth century. Additionally, developments in film, recorded sound, and 
transportation allowed new sounds, images, and people to be transmitted faster 
than ever before and to more places than had occurred in pervious eras. 
Modernists—indeed, we might say all people caught up in modernity— 
improvised their way into a new era. Ripe with new technologies and social 
situations, modernism was a time when, as Jed Rasula has noted, “the present 
was affirmed ... by blending primitivist regeneration with futurist longing.”@ 

Ezra Pound’s famous slogan, “make it new,” charged with such energies of 
regeneration and longing, provides one entryway into understanding 
improvisation’s role in modernism. Defining improvisation is notoriously 
difficult and contextual. In its most basic form, improvisation is the reshuffling, 
rearranging, or recycling of already-extant material to “make it new.”° Such a 
general definition quickly shows how commonplace improvisation is—isn’t this 
what all artistic practice, if not life in general, seems to entail? What may be 
strange about improvisation defined in this way, then, is not its presence in a 
given situation but its absence.®° Thus, the modernist predilection with the 
unconscious and dreams, automatic writing and spiritualism, aleatoric and serial 
processes, innovation and revolution, pragmatic philosophy and the “stream of 
consciousness” via William James, the lingering influence of Whitman and his 
search for a vernacular poetics (important far beyond the United States, or poetry 
in English), and the overall emphasis on performance and “liveness” in so many 
modernist artworks demonstrates an interest in various subsets of improvisation 
in one form or another. 

Nevertheless, it would be inaccurate to suggest that improvisation is merely 
“spontaneity,” “chance,” or some other word associated with a supposed lack of 
planning and practice. In fact, it is just these types of assumptions about 
improvisation that have contributed to its continued lack of credibility as an 
artistic practice outside of the worlds of jazz and other music, theater, and other 
areas that privilege it.’ Yet improvisation does often involve some amount of 
spontaneous creation, without time for revision or reflection. The key element in 
understanding improvisation, however, is to realize that such skill in crafting 
“something out of nothing” takes practice, training, and preparation. An 
improviser who hasn’t practiced is often a bad improviser, in whatever medium 
he or she operates in. In art, a bad improvisation usually results in an 


uninteresting or boring artwork; in life, a bad improvisation might result in 
embarrassment, injury, or death. For example, we would probably feel secure 
flying with a pilot who has had years of experience dealing with a variety of 
different situations in the air, and who could thus react quickly and creatively at 
a potentially dangerous moment. But we would not want an inexperienced pilot 
to just “make something up” in that same moment of danger, if such an 
improvisational decision was not based on some sort of reasoned, practiced 
response. Improvisation is never merely a reaction in time; it is a response based 
on the history of moments producing a variety of results, which have in turn 
been assessed by the improviser for their value. To “make it new,” then, takes 
practice, skill, and luck. 


LITERARY IMPROVISATIONS 


There have been few attempts to develop a theory of literary improvisation. One 
of the most useful examples is found in Philip Pastras’s unpublished dissertation 
“A Clear Field: The Idea of Improvisation in Modern Poetry,” where Pastras 
outlines three categories of improvisation in written texts: 


1) as a mode of composition, when the writing becomes spontaneous on its own, without regard to the 
intentions or to the working habits of the writer (in other words, what most writers and critics call 
“inspiration”); 2) as a method of composition, when an author improvises in order to create the raw 
material out of which he refines his poems or stories; 3) as a discipline, when a writer trains himself to 
improvise with such skill that he can give form to an emotion as he feels it, and give shape to an 


impulse as it arises.® 


Of particular value in Pastras’s categories is the subtle distinction between 
forms of writing that appear to be or “feel like” improvisation (improvisation as 
“method”) versus writing that actually exists in its “raw,” spontaneously 
composed state (improvisation as “discipline”). Such distinctions, difficult to 
assess without knowledge of a text’s compositional history, nevertheless give us 
a framework within which to discuss the significance of improvisation in 
literature, as well as at least beginning to account for works that “feel” 
improvised even when they may not be. Take James Joyce. The short stories that 
make up Dubliners bear the mark of a carefully crafted text, sculpted and revised 
over time. Yet the thematic material of the stories, borne out by precise, 
economical prose and fleet passages of dialogue, embody the kind of 
spontaneous epiphanies so important to Joyce’s aesthetic. These are stories about 
the improvisational nature of quotidian life; or, as Joyce would put it at the 


beginning of Ulysses, the “ineluctable modality of the visible.”’ By the time he 
began work on Finnegans Wake, Joyce’s compositional techniques were 
famously more improvisational, effects that seem obviously apparent in the text. 
However, Joyce emphasized that he was carefully crafting the Wake, never 
randomly inserting allusions or wordplay: “I can justify every line of my 
book.”!° What this ultimately points to is the fact that improvisation always 
involves a careful balance of structure and freedom, spontaneity and planning. 
Pastras’s categories remind us that a highly structured work can be improvised, 
while a seemingly loose, unorganized work—one that appears spontaneous— 
may not be. 

Pastras also acknowledges that improvisation, in any of the three categories, 
can be traced throughout the history of literature. Yet in the modernist period, 
the presence of improvisation, however we categorize it, is significant for the 
additional presence and influence of black music, almost ubiquitous in the world 
of trans-Atlantic modernism (and many other locations, too). If, to use some of 
Pastras’s examples, improvisation already influenced the work of writers as 
diverse as Samuel Johnson and Lord Byron, then the explicit and implicit links 
between jazz and improvisation in modernist texts (which I will discuss shortly) 
provide ample evidence that improvisation continued to be an important 
technique and discourse in literature. 

Regardless of its origins, the thin line between supposedly improvised work 
and work that at least appears to be improvised can be found in the writing of 
many modernists. However, we might trace two general forms of improvisation 
in modernist literature: (1) works that explicitly reference, are influenced by, or 
purport to be examples in dialogue with, jazz and other African American music 
genres; and (2) works that deal with or engage in improvisation in other 
(potentially interrelated) ways. Authors of the first category, those that deal 
explicitly with jazz (and often imitate musical techniques and structures in their 
formal composition), would include Langston Hughes, Sterling Brown, Hart 
Crane, Léopold Sédar Senghor, Blaise Cendrars, Aimé Césaire, Ralph Ellison, 
Tristan Tzara, Alejo Carpentier, Zora Neale Hurston, Ann Petry, Jean Toomer, 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, Nella Larson, Bertolt Brecht, Melvin B. Tolson, William 
Carlos Williams, Mina Loy, and T. S. Eliot, among many others. In the second 
category we might place Gertrude Stein, F. T. Marinetti, Wallace Stevens, 
Velimir Khlebnikov, H. D., Djuna Barnes, Rabindranath Tagore, Jorge Luis 
Borges, Walter Benjamin, Samuel Beckett, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Pablo 
Neruda, W. B. Yeats, and Ezra Pound. As with most categories, the difference 
between “jazz’-based and “non-jazz”-based improvisational writing is 


sometimes difficult to fathom. Pound is a prime example of an author between 
these two poles—while he rarely even mentions the word jazz, his interest in 
African American, African, Indian, Chinese, and other types of music that 
engage in improvisational techniques, along with his interest in aesthetic 
concepts that could harness the fleeting, provisional particularities of life to 
poetic expression, hold an important position in his literary experiments. 

While jazz, then, is not the determining in factor in the modernist deployment 
of improvisation, it looms large over the entire era. Let me now turn specifically 
to the issue of jazz and its relationship to improvisation in literary modernism. 


JAZZ AND ITS DISCONTENTS 


Critics such as Albright, Aldon Nielsen, Ann Douglas, Brad Bucknell, Eric 
Prieto, and David Yaffe have argued for the particular importance of music in 
modernist literary practice, and when we look closely at the musical influences 
of a whole range of modernist movements and authors—from futurism to dada, 
from Pound to Brown—we find the lingering presence of African and African 
American musical styles. Whether it takes the form of naive primitivism or 
genuine respect, black music was often an important element, if a not driving 
force, in a multitude of modernist literary projects, though we often associate 
such connections more readily with later writers like the Beat poets. Yet even 
Theodor Adorno, the (in)famous skeptic of all things jazz, used improvisation as 
a conceptual element in some of his work, entitling a portion of Quasi una 
Fantasia: Essays on Modern Music “Improvisations.”'! Highlighting the fact 
that the concept of improvisation was central to European art music—despite the 
rare focus on improvisation as a practice in that music by the end of the 
nineteenth century—Adorno’s use of the word also reminds us _ that 
improvisation is not limited to the realm of American popular music. Some 
critics have argued that, had Adorno listened to more improvisationally based 
jazz, his views on jazz would have lined up more neatly with his theoretical 
insights. Ben Watson, for example, goes to great pains to demonstrate Adorno’s 
affinity—or, at least, the affinity his work might have—with more avant-garde 
improvisational practices such as those of guitarist Derek Bailey.‘ 

If we follow this line of reasoning, then, it should come as no surprise that 
improvisation would turn up as an element of very disparate modernist artworks. 
In other words, if even Adorno can find a soft spot for improvisation, then 
improvisation may well be a part of other modernist works seemingly at odds 


with or far from the world of jazz. However, it was importantly due to the rapid 
spread of jazz, as both a recorded music and a live art carried across the globe by 
musicians like James Reese Europe, the Original Dixieland Jazz Band, Louis 
Armstrong, and others, that the concept of improvisation flourished widely in the 
early twentieth century. The sounds of jazz, born from the complex interaction 
of the peoples of the Americas, form an essential element of what Paul Gilroy 
calls “a counter-culture of modernity” (that is, white modernity), and ushered in 
a new era of African American art which would simultaneously transform 


artistic practice at large.!? As Gilroy explains, 


Artistic expression, expanded beyond recognition from the grudging gifts offered by the masters as a 
token substitute for freedom from bondage, therefore becomes the means towards both individual self- 
fashioning and communal liberation. Poiesis and poetics begin to coexist in novel forms— 
autobiographical writing, special and uniquely creative ways of manipulating spoken language, and, 


above all, music. All three have overflowed the containers that the modern nation state provides for 


them. !4 


The slave culture that laid the groundwork—dquite literally—for subsequent 
developments in American (and global) culture came to improvisation not only 
as an aesthetic choice; it was a political, spiritual, and social necessity for them 
to survive when much of their other means of survival had been denied. 
Improvisation in jazz, then, potentially retained an ethical component not 
normally associated with popular music. 

It bears repeating just how quickly jazz spread around the world, in an age 
before the instantaneous media culture of the twenty-first century. Even before 
the word jazz was in common usage (probably at least as early as 1913, when the 
first reference to jazz music appeared in print), the concepts of improvisation 
connoted via black music were already inspiring a variety of writers and artists 
throughout the Americas and Europe.!? The Dadaists, for example, would have 
had little, if any, direct knowledge of actual jazz music (since the first recording 
that bore the name “jazz” was made in 1917, almost a year after the Cabaret 
Voltaire performances of 1916).'° Yet the influence of black music was already 
central to their aesthetic concepts. Tzara remarked in “A Note on Negro Poetry” 
that “Poetry lives first of all for the functions of dance, religion, music, and 
work.”!” For the Dadaists, jazz was the soundtrack to their revolution in 
language, which itself was a revolution in sound potentially as provocative as 
jazz was for most listeners. Tzara and many other Dadaists heard vitality and 
freshness in “Negro poetry” precisely because it was so closely connected to 
black music: the sound as much as a specifically linguistic, textual style, inspired 
by the rhythms and timbres of jazz and blues. While Kurt Schwitters’s Ursonate 


referenced European art music forms, like Tzara’s work it also echoed the 
primitivist “umba umba” chants of self-proclaimed “Dada Drummer” Richard 
Huelsenbeck’s “Negro poems” in its fascination with “primal” sound.!® 

Moreover, even though many of the Dada texts were written down, they 
existed most vividly in performance. The “simultaneous poem” project 
premiered at the Cabaret Voltaire required a performance structure analogous to 
a musical ensemble, where the text was transformed into a group of interacting 
voices./2? Modernists in the various “isms” often collaborated as well; surrealist 
games, futurist stage productions, and even the proto-’zine “little magazines” 
that connected artists from around the Atlantic world, acted as key points of 
modernist collaboration and dialogue, where ideas where hashed out and worked 
through, and, in the case of the magazines, “performed” in print through often 
aesthetically-rich typographic and book design.7° 

As the complex circuits of black music discourse in the various avant-garde 
movements such as Dada suggest, jazz (the music) traveled far and wide, and as 
a result jazz (the concept, which included various perspectives on improvisation) 
spread even wider. Ann Douglas notes that 


the term “jazz” was used very loosely in New York and elsewhere in the 1910s and 1920s to cover 
everything from ragtime to Eliot’s Waste Land, from Tin Pan Alley tunes to what we now think of as 
jazz proper—the music of Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong and their peers; but one thing was 
clear. If this was, as Fitzgerald said, “The Jazz Age,” the age was black. Jazz, like the dances it 
spawned, like its predecessor ragtime and its companion the blues, was the creation of America’s 


Negro population, and white urban Americans wanted to go straight to the source to get more of its? 


While I am not arguing for a necessary one-to-one connection between “jazz” 
and “improvisation’—on the figurative or literal level—it is difficult not to 
conceive of the influence of improvisation in the modernist period without jazz. 
Jazz, it could be argued, did not “influence,” modernism; it was modernism, in 
the same way that World War One was modernism.** 

Complicating this rage for jazz was the fact that it, like the practice of 
improvisation in music generally, has been historically bound up with cultures 
outside the purview of Western culture, narrowly conceived—even when those 
cultures came from within what we might geographically label “the West” (that 
is, African Americans born in the Americas, as opposed to slaves brought 
directly from Africa). The subsequent, paradoxical fascination and fear of 
improvisation was often a product of the already long-standing fascination and 
fear of the racial other. As Ronald Radano notes of nineteenth-century attitudes 
toward black music in America: 


Around 1830, the American idea of “black music” emerges as both a reflection of and an informing 


influence on white determinations of African-American behavior. ... African-American musical 
practices now revealed a natural creativity that stemmed from a pre-conscious, intuitive level. 


By the advent of jazz, this combination of admiration and fear of the 
“primitive negro” had deep roots in American culture, and, as Radano explains, 
“As a result of ... racial and musical mystifications, hot rhythmic music would 
command enormous social and cultural power, to the point of transcending the 


specifics of music as such.”*4 These same kinds of “racial and musical 
mystifications” would apply, in varying degrees, to a diverse range of colonized 
peoples, and in turn influence art made by Anglo-European and American 
writers. Yeats, for example, lauded 1913 Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore 
for his musical qualities, specifically noting that the Bengali’s poetry seemed 
spontaneous and natural: 


Rabindranath Tagore, like Chaucer’s forerunners, writes music for his words, and one understands at 
every moment that he is so abundant, so spontaneous, so daring in his passion, so full of surprise, 
because he is doing something which has never seemed strange, unnatural, or in need of defence. ... 
Mr. Tagore, like the Indian civilization itself, has been content to discover the soul and surrender 


himself to its spontaneity.*° 


Indians and Africans, Asians and Native Americans, even the poor, ethnically 
white classes of rural Europe and the United States, would all be seen as 
examples of a similar form of “spontaneous” inspiration during the modernist 
period. Improvisation would become another quality that would signify artistic 
and cultural authenticity, and for that same reason be potentially dangerous to 
the domain of high art. That is, if Western, Anglo-European art supposedly 
lacked the very vitality it was beginning to privilege, then those artists would 
have to figure out ways to harness non-Western art without sacrificing their own 
cultural capital (or control of social and political forces). This was done through 
a variety of conscious and unconscious appropriations and imitations (what Eric 
Lott has so succinctly described as “love and theft”). As a result, the negative 
connotations of improvisation sometimes followed the same trajectory as the 
negative connotations of jazz, the music most associated with improvisation by 
the 1920s. As Penny Von Eschen describes: 


In the quest by musicians and critics to have jazz recognized as legitimate art, the subsequent 
canonization of jazz as high modernism proved to be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it 
countered the perceptions ... that jazz was a simple folk form. On the other hand, it abstracted jazz 
from its origins in African American working-class culture, which would also have linked it to what 
was consistently disparaged as “mere entertainment.” Indeed, given the widespread adherence to a 


color-blind liberalism that assumed “black” and “modern” were incompatible, many critics could only 


elevate jazz to modernism by dissociating it from black culture.7° 


Despite the many writers who openly proclaimed an interest in jazz or black 
culture, then, white writers in particular who engaged in techniques that might be 
said to be improvisational were rarely labeled as improvisers. Moreover, white 
writers who might have been even indirectly influenced by improvisation—even 
if it was not explicitly connected to jazz—were typically disassociated from 
improvisation in critical discourse. Instead, the various avant-garde movements 
and “isms” of modernism were “aleatory” or “automatic” or “spontaneous,” or, 
in Marjorie Perloff’s apt (but nevertheless incomplete) phrase, 
“indeterminate.”/ 

A particularly illuminating example of the negative portrayal of improvisation 
is the epigraph from Yeats with which I began this essay, where the poet uses the 
slightly archaic word “improvisator” to describe his friend, Ezra Pound. The 
quotation comes from a review of the initial sections Pound’s Cantos, the long 
poem that Pound worked on for most of his adult life and which remained 
essentially unfinished when he died. The same sort of qualities that Yeats saw in 
Tagore’s poetry—surprise, spontaneity, and the like—are now, ironically, gently 
mocked in Pound’s work. “[Pound] has not got all the wine into the bowl,” 
claimed the elder Irish poet, a feature reminding Yeats of an unpolished, slightly 
drunk improvisatore, the Southern-European figure known throughout the early 
modern and romantic periods for a verbal dexterity that concealed deception and 
low-brow, unpolished craftsmanship.*® Spontaneity, it seems, was fine for a 
mystical Indian poet bringing his songs into the heart of the Empire, but too 
primitive for a writer who should know better than to go slumming. Pound 
would nevertheless continue in a similar manner, making The Cantos a long- 
term improvisational project that would encompass any “luminous detail” 
(Pound’s term) that he saw fit to include. 

Perhaps the most well-known example of an Anglo-American writer with 
similarly complex ties to improvisation is T. S. Eliot. Eliot would become 
arguably the most lauded poet of the twentieth century, and the chief modernist 
in English—all while maintaining an identity almost totally divorced from his 
native city of St. Louis (where Miles Davis also hailed from) and his home 
country. The English gentleman-banker, however, was deeply American, and 
like many of his fellow countrymen shared a primitivist fascination with black 
culture. From the Uncle Remus-style nicknames that he tossed around with 
Pound in correspondence, to the references to jazz and other popular music 
forms in his poetry (most famously the “Shakespearean Rag” in The Waste 
Land), Eliot stands as a crucial link between experimental, revolutionary 
improvisational aesthetics stemming from black music and the experimental, 


revolutionary poetry of Anglo-modernism. 

Subsequent black writers would in fact find inspiration in Eliot’s poetry 
precisely because of what they perceived as a jazz tilt and lilt—most notably 
Ralph Ellison and Edward Kamau Braithwaite.*? Eliot’s critique of the 
“saxophonic” qualities of Gertrude Stein’s writing belied his own predilections 
for a vernacular sound in his poetry—from the minstrel show qualities of 
Sweeney Agonistes to the famous ragtime of The Waste Land.”° Ironically, just 
as the European saxophone, designed to make Western art music, had become a 
hallmark of jazz, Eliot’s poetic voices became high-art scions of popular culture. 
And what other modernist’s work—excepting Stein’s collaboration with Virgil 
Thomson, Four Saints in Three Acts, and the Kurt Weill/Langston Hughes 
musical Street Scene—would eventually become the basis for a smash Broadway 
show (Cats)? Fearing and desiring the largely African American—derived 
popular culture of their native continent, both Eliot and Stein created their own 
versions of black masks in order to capitalize on the unique vitality of the Jazz 
Age. 


THE JAZZ (AND IMPROVISATION) AGE 


Ironically, the man who coined the term “The Jazz Age” to describe the years 
between the end of WWI and the beginning of the Great Depression, F. Scott 
Fitzgerald, was already defending himself against the potential negative 
connotations of the word jazz when he chose to title his 1922 short story 
collection Tales of the Jazz Age. Fitzgerald’s publisher, Maxwell Perkins, wrote 
to Fitzgerald before the book’s publication, stating that there were employees at 
Scribner’s who gave 


loud and precipitous criticisms of the title. ... They feel that there is an intense reaction against all jazz 


and that the word whatever implication it actually has, will itself injure the book. ... Your own instinct 


has proved so good that you ought not to be overruled by numbers, but give the point consideration.*! 


Fitzgerald defended his title, writing that “It is better to have a title + a title- 
connection that is a has-been than one that is a never-will-be. The splash of the 
flapper movement was too big to have quite died down—the outer rings are still 
moving.”°* Even in 1922, then, before the “Jazz Age” had gotten into full swing, 
so to speak, the man who named it doubted its continuing relevance; while the 
“outer rings” were still moving, jazz appeared to be a splash in the pond of 
fashion trends, good for at least another book title but possibly not for much 


longer. 

Fitzgerald, the author so closely tied to the jazz culture of the music’s early 
years, would provide a fairly bleak portrayal of the music, particularly in The 
Great Gatsby, where the epic party scene in Chapter 3 climaxes with a car crash. 
The noise of the car horns blends with the jazz band, a sonic symbol of the 
decadence and ultimately doomed quality—in Nick Carraway’s (and 
Fitzgerald’s) view—of the sound and fury of jazz.°° 

In 1931, Fitzgerald declared that the era of jazz was over, in a short essay 
titled “Echoes of the Jazz Age”: 


It is too soon to write about the Jazz Age with perspective. ... Yet the present writer already looks back 
with nostalgia. ... It bore him up, flattered him and gave him more money than he had dreamed of, 
simply for telling people that he felt as they did, that something had to be done with all the nervous 


energy stored up and unexpended in the War.*4 


“The word jazz,” Fitzgerald continues, “in its progress toward respectability 
has meant first sex, then dancing, then music. It is associated with a state of 
nervous stimulation, not unlike that of big cities behind the lines of war.”°° Yet 
the Jazz Age proper “ended two years ago [in 1929], because the utter 
confidence which was its essential prop received an enormous jolt, and it didn’t 
take long for the flimsy structure to settle earthward.”°° Despite his sympathies 
with jazz, then, Fitzgerald’s ultimate take on the music comes from a rather one- 
sided perspective, one that fails to account for the ways in which African 
Americans (and, it must be said, by the 1920s at the latest, many white 
musicians, too) were developing jazz into an increasingly complex aesthetic, 
social, spiritual, and even political product. By contrast, the enthusiastic yet 
primitivist Dada-jazz seems less patronizing and more hopeful than the Jazz Age 
anguish of the man who named the era. 

An example of a more nuanced transit of jazz in the modernist era is the work 
of Kurt Weill and Bertolt Brecht. Drawn to the emerging jazz culture as much as 
any of their European peers, Brecht and Weill developed their first collaboration, 
Mahagonny-Songspiel (later developed into a longer drama, The Rise and Fall of 
the City of Mahagonny), under the light of an imaginary “Moon of Alabama,” 
where the sounds of jazz and American speech combined with Weimar 
decadence. Starting from this imaginary journey into the new sounds of the 
twentieth century, Weill would make even closer contact with American music 
after emigrating to the US in the 1930s. In 1946 he would collaborate with 
Langston Hughes on the musical Street Scene. But perhaps the most interesting 
journey of Brecht and Weill’s work is the story of “The Ballad of Mackie 
Messer,” or as it is more often known in English, “Mack the Knife.” 


The song, originally found in The Threepenny Opera, Brecht’s reimagining of 
John Gay’s eighteenth-century Beggar’s Opera, details the infernal adventures 
of the murderer Macheath. Popular ever since its premiere in 1927, the music of 
The Threepenny Opera—specifically “Mack the Knife”’—took on a new life in 
the 1950s when Louis Armstrong says he was “hipped to it” by producer George 
Avakian.°’ To the list of Macheath’s victims, Louis Armstrong added the name 
of a real person in his performances: Lotte Lenya, Weill’s wife and a famous 
interpreter of the Brecht/Weill songs. In this intertextual nod by Satchmo, 
Lenya’s name marks the trajectory of a satire on Western bourgeois culture 
which itself was inspired by the indulgences, but also the revolutionary potential 
of the music, of the Jazz Age. The song has gone on to become a standard in jazz 
and pop performance, interpreted by artists as diverse as Sonny Rollins and 
Bobby Darin. What more fitting a life, then, for a song with lyrics originally by a 
writer who strove to “adapt, reinterpret, re-create, magnificently add modern 
social significance,” to quote Lenya’s depiction of Brecht in the eyes of his fans? 
38 Thus, Brecht signified on Gay, Brecht and Weill signified on the jazz culture 
of the 1920s and 1930s, which itself was significantly shaped by Armstrong, 
and, in turn, Armstrong and others have signified on the work of Brecht and 
Weill. Critics of jazz had often pointed out how potentially dangerous the music 
was—too sexual, too black, too primitive; ironic, then, that “Mack the Knife,” a 
song about a murderer, would become a popular standard. This is the kind of 
history that is not often foregrounded in modernist literary studies, but one 
which illuminates just how aesthetically, socially, and politically complex the 
circuits of modernism are: German artists who fled Nazi persecution, writing 
critiques of modern capitalism in the form of jazz-inflected satires, adapted into 
popular songs by jazz musicians and singers. If improvisation in its basic form is 
a creative reshuffling of information, then the improvisations and significations 
of Mackie Messer stand as a perfect example of trans-Atlantic modernist 
improvisation. 

It is important here to note how revolutionary Armstrong’s own approach to 
language was, both in his coining or at least popularizing of hipster lingo and 
perhaps more importantly in his development of scat singing.’ The 
transformation of words into jazz scat was a key ingredient in the excitement and 
shock of jazz music—words turned into sounds, language busted up into its ur- 
sounds, its dada vocables. Lenya remarked of her initial collaboration with 
Brecht and Weill on the Mahagonny project, “Until then I had been a dancer and 
a straight actress, and never had studied singing. I couldn’t read a note—exactly 
why I was chosen! Also, I sang my first song in English, taught me phonetically 


by Greta Keller: ‘Oh, moon of Alabama.’”“? Lenya here expresses the freshness 
of English, the newness of the improvised world of jazz: the sound of American 
English and the sound of jazz as new material for literature. 

Jazz is a music well-suited for linguistic experimentation, and a perfect source 
for literary experimentation. John Szwed notes that 


jazz has many of its roots in vocal music: work songs, the blues, spirituals, game songs, all sorts of 
American vernacular music, but it also has links to Africa’s tonal languages, which allowed 
instruments to serve as substitutes for human voices when it was desirable to communicate by other 


means. ... And many musicians ... subvocalize along with their own playing, sometimes to the delight 


or distraction of the audience.*! 


The transition back and forth between language and music has analogies in 
non-vocal jazz performance; as Szwed details, “many jazz musicians conceive 
their solos in narrative terms, as ‘telling stories,’ and some say they hear the 
words in their heads as they improvise.” 

As Ajay Heble reminds us, jazz musicians contributed their own literary 
forms of improvisation to modernism, in the form of autobiographies.** 
Following in the tradition of self-fashioning seen throughout the history of 
African American  literature—beginning with slave narratives—jazz 
autobiographies by African American musicians were often a form of signifying 
the self, improvising a life in print. Important examples include Armstrong’s 
Swing that Music, Sidney Bechet’s Treat it Gentle, Baby Dodds’s The Baby 
Dodds Story (as told to Larry Gara), Billie Holiday’s Lady Sings the Blues, Duke 
Ellington’s Music is My Mistress, and Charles Mingus’s Beneath the Underdog. 
Given the importance of the voice in black music culture, and the presence of a 
vocal quality in many jazz instrumentalists’ timbre, the written voices of jazz 
artists, recorded in print just as their sonic voices were being recorded in wax 
and vinyl, provide a crucial historical and aesthetic record of twentieth-century 
improvisation. If modernist literary improvisation based in jazz has a primary 
location, then, it is found in the texts and transcribed interviews by the jazz 
musicians themselves. 


CONCLUSION 


If, as William Carlos Williams argues in the epigraph with which I began this 
essay, improvisation’s strength lies in “that attenuated power which draws 
perhaps many broken things into a dance giving them thus a full being,” then 
modernist improvisation offers a great dance of the broken fragments of the 


waste land. “Jazz is the result of the energy stored in America,” wrote George 
Gershwin, and those energies fueled a multitude of steps and twists, kinetic 
shifts that are sometimes—appropriately enough—difficult to capture.4+ Born 
from various elements, but most importantly the cultural fruits of African 
American survival, improvisation in modernism became something more than a 
way of reshuffling material into a new form; as a theory and a practice it helped 
define some of the most enduring, energetic art of the twentieth century and 
beyond. 
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CHAPTER 15 


DIVERSITY AND DIVERGENCE IN THE 
IMPROVISATIONAL EVOLUTION OF LITERARY 
GENRES 


JENNIFER D. RYAN 


SINCE 1981, improvisation appears as a subject keyword in more than 300 entries 
from the Modern Language Association International Bibliography that center 
on questions, definitions, and practices. Though the bulk of these articles and 
books tie their arguments to jazz music—as a literary theme, a guide for 
performance practice, or a marker of cultural belief—a surprising number of 
theorists have also positioned improvisation as a strategy for innovation and 
avant-garde statement in other fields. Many of these writers have investigated 
improvisatory techniques in theater performance, non-jazz-influenced ethnic and 
world music, experimental poetics, African American fiction, dance, and 
narrative theory. At the same time, improvisation recurs as a frequent critical 
concern in studies of British Romanticism, American modernism, medieval and 
Renaissance drama, gender roles, emerging digital technologies, philosophy, 
pedagogies of writing and literature, foreign-language translation, and even 
cooking. The diversity of these topics suggests that critics, writers, and artists 
regard improvisation as an essential element in work that seeks to mark out new 
creative territory or to identify previously unimagined modes of inquiry. 
Improvisatory techniques represent a vehicle by which, first, to explore concerns 
once considered marginal to a particular field, and then to redraw that field’s 
outlines. 

Mark Z. Danielewski’s experimental haunted-house novel House of Leaves 
(2000) and Edward P. Jones’s slavery-era historical fiction The Known World 
(2003) are two key texts that reveal the numerous functions of improvisation as a 
marker of genre emergence and evolution, in both stylistic and cultural terms. 
House of Leaves, published several years after the peak of literary 


postmodernism, poses deliberate challenges both to the history of Western 
criticism and to conventional narratives of American national identity, while The 
Known World acknowledges the familiar traits of the neo-slave narrative even as 
it rejects them, offering instead a critique of the very act of historiography itself. 
Danielewski and Jones articulate their books’ messages through textual and 
thematic devices that simulate improvisation in order to transform the genres to 
which their works bear some resemblance. These strategies also allow them to 
explore overlooked social histories and to tie their novels’ arguments to 
particular American geographies. 

Both books are set in Virginia, the site of the first successful English colony. 
The histories that Danielewski and Jones delineate contest the familiar histories 
of American colonization and expansion, offering instead two unusual critical 
perspectives on the acts of national self-definition that took place in Virginia. 
Jones’s story is set in the late 1850s and early 1860s, while Danielewski’s covers 
several synchronous narratives that last from April 1990 through late 1999. 
Moments of improvisation in the two books highlight digressions from the 
historical record and advance new hypotheses about the social factors that truly 
underlie human self-understanding. 

As House of Leaves and The Known World suggest, improvisation not only 
identifies work that diverges from the established practices of a particular field, 
but also bears the burden of redefining issues of disciplinary, genre, and cultural 
identity. In literary works themselves, improvisatory devices can help to 
illuminate the ways in which social contradictions are sustained within private 
domestic spaces, to explore the varied languages that contribute to American 
pluralism, to destabilize the fundamental paradoxes of a multicultural society, 
and to return historical omissions to public dialogue, among other possibilities. 
The criticism that recognizes and attempts to come to terms with such texts 
advocates the same aesthetics of innovation that it analyzes. It also works to 
compensate for a scholarly history in which underrepresented cultures occupy 
blind spots in the critical literature. Danielewski’s and Jones’s work 
demonstrates the rich ground for historical revisionism and_ theoretical 
reconceptualization that improvisation reveals. 

House of Leaves sustains a narrative atmosphere of mystery and suspense 
through a series of innovative textual devices that render the book as much an 
experiment in visual art as in storytelling. The novel’s main characters, Karen 
Green and Will Navidson, buy a house on Ash Tree Lane in the Virginia 
countryside in which exists a spatial impossibility: a room whose dimensions are 
not accommodated within the house yet which, once entered, stretches on for 
miles through corridors and staircases and vast chambers. Navidson, a 


professional photographer, makes a film of his experiences living in the house 
and attempting to map the room, a film that is subsequently taken up as the 
primary critical concern for a host of critics, both real and imaginary. The film’s 
primary analyst is a blind man named Zampano, who compiles transcripts of the 
Navidson family’s experiences alongside his own interpretations of the 
seemingly inexplicable events that befall them. After Zampano dies a violent 
death alone in his apartment, a young man named Johnny Truant begins 
organizing and cataloguing his work, adding an extensive set of footnotes that 
not only comment upon the film and its various analyses but also detail his own 
painful biography. Truant’s contributions are further annotated and organized by 
a group of unnamed “Editors.” Danielewski intentionally creates a complex 
structure by basing his narrative on dynamic acts of interpretation and argument 
in which multiple characters participate. 

The book includes several textual devices that approximate visually the 
characters’ complicated chronological, physical, geographical, and personal 
relationships, including typographical symbols, footnotes nested within and 
referring to other footnotes, fonts associated with particular characters, strike- 
throughs, color fonts, text printed in reverse or in unusual orientations on the 
page, and words or blocks of text whose placement simulates character 
movement through the labyrinthine room inside the Navidson house. Such 
unusual structural elements both gesture toward the unpredictable actions 
characters take during the course of the story and underline the improvisatory 
approaches to pursuing narrative threads that are available to readers. 

One section of Zampano’s analysis illustrates particularly well how several of 
these visual effects work in concert to produce the story’s persistent sense that 
events taking place on one narrative level permeate or, more ominously, infect 
the others. At one point, the text is interrupted by isolated dots and patterns of 
dots and dashes. The alert reader can identify the Morse code for SOS long 
before the characters themselves understand the source and meaning of the 
symbols, represented within the Navidson story as muted knocks they have been 
hearing from inside the alien room. Not only does the code visually interrupt a 
narrative of the room’s exploration, but both Zampano and Johnny Truant also 
interrupt and add to the story through their own footnotes in Times New Roman 
and Courier fonts, respectively. Zampano simulates scholarly credibility by 
including a number of fully cited research sources that support his claims, even 
as the already absurdly high number of footnotes suggests a parody of academia. 
At the same time, Truant’s footnotes both comment on Zampano’s speculations 
and draw the reader’s attention to the bizarre nature of their shared investigation. 
Because of the visual distinctions that exist among the different writers’ 


contributions to the story, readers can improvise their path through the book, 
deciding whether to read the core story without any footnotes or whether to 
include some or all of the annotations. Danielewski thus attempts to re-create the 
physical act of improvisation on the printed page through the possibilities of 
individual choice and multiple textual layers. No one-to-one relationship exists 
between signifier and signified in the novel; rather, each signifier points to a 
potentially infinite number of signifieds and produces a continually proliferating 
number of signs. This process is multiplied by the book’s length—more than 700 
pages—and the unpredictable stylistic and thematic variations that shape its 
narratives. 

In contrast, The Known World offers a set of improvisatory textual strategies 
meant to comment specifically on the fallout that accrues from suppressed or 
neglected social histories. The novel begins with the short illness and death of 
Henry Townsend, a black man who begins buying slaves to help run a plantation 
as soon as his father Augustus purchases Henry’s own freedom. At the time of 
his death he is “a black man of thirty-one years with thirty-three slaves and more 
than fifty acres of land that sat him high above many others, white and black, in 
Manchester County, Virginia.”! The book depicts the material physical costs that 
a small group of freed African Americans paid for their complicity in the 
institution of slavery, suggesting that, in spite of the economic advantages that 
slave-owning afforded them, the personal and ethical disadvantages they suffer 
only underline the basic contradictions inherent to the system. 

Henry begins his life as the property of a wealthy white landowner named 
William Robbins. Although he works on Robbins’s property with his parents, 
Mildred and Augustus, he learns to admire Robbins for his command over 
others. He perceives Robbins as a father figure more desirable than his 
biological parent because he learns the values of management, self-gratification, 
and social power from him. Robbins’s presence eliminates the possibility that 
Henry can be redeemed as a black slave owner, however, since the younger man 
is unable or unwilling to see the corruptions that he sustains, preferring instead 
to interpret Robbins’s actions as signifiers of justice.* The boundaries of the 
world that William Robbins and Henry Townsend inhabit are continually 
monitored by law enforcement who, in their turn, are subject to the ethically 
unreliable legal provisions of the time period. John Skiffington, who inherits the 
position of sheriff from a man accused of “doing nothing as property just up and 
walked away,”° begins his marriage by establishing a legal contradiction within 
the private space of his home: he and his wife own a slave girl, Minerva, whom 
his cousin Counsel gave to them as a wedding gift, yet they agree that they 


neither of them can countenance slavery. 

In his turn, Counsel Skiffington traverses a range of contradictory nineteenth- 
century experiences when he witnesses a vision of an idealized multicultural 
American society intended, presumably, to demonstrate the future composition 
of United States identity. Because Counsel is unmoved by any evidence of 
slavery’s abusive and immoral character, he represents Jones’s most incisive 
indictment of the period. He embodies the root causes of nineteenth-century 
social trauma as well as the obstacles to an accurate historical record. Having 
spent a few months searching for work after losing his family to smallpox, he 
hears thunder building through a grove of trees in Texas and turns to see a 
“crowd of humans and horses.”* These people, a group that includes whites, 
blacks, Mexicans, and Chinese, speak a language that he cannot decipher 
although he is told that they are “talking American talk”; one white man 
speculates that “you are not American or you would understand.” Counsel’s 
recent trauma has freed him from the trappings of property and ownership that 
formerly weighed him down, yet he is unable to reconcile himself to the 
possibility of a multi-racial, polyvalent America in which every person’s voice is 
accorded equal value. The group enacts a living diorama of immigrant diversity, 
but Counsel’s only reaction is to observe that “[t]here was something wrong here 
and the government of Texas should be doing something about it”;° he reassures 
himself with the thought that “Texas was being emptied out of filth and it was 
now a better place for a man like him.”” His inability and lack of desire to 
reform the racist beliefs founded in the economics of slavery illustrates Cathy 
Caruth’s notion that “history ... is never simply one’s own, that history is 
precisely the way we are implicated in each other’s traumas.”® The new 
languages he encounters also recall the experiments with Morse code that 
Danielewski enacts in House of Leaves: the proliferation of verbal and nonverbal 
languages signifies new perspectives on what constitutes authentic American 
culture. 

The extreme racial and social injustices to which Counsel Skiffington has 
been party produce in the story, most importantly, a striking moment of 
divergence from reality, in which the lack of narrative clues create an 
atmosphere of apparent randomness. This kind of narrative improvisation serves 
to condemn the roots of social injustice. Jones draws on some conventional 
elements of magical realism in order to create a dynamics of improvisation 
among his characters; his ability to incorporate “the fantastic in a way that does 
not distinguish between realistic and non-realistic events in the story and does 
not result in a break in the narrator’s or characters’ consciousnesses”” highlights 


the unpredictable nature of real human existence, a condition that is doubly 
emphasized by the novel’s focus on the nearly incomprehensible paradox in 
which former slaves become slave owners. As do some Latin American magical 
realists like Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Isabel Allende, Jones crafts moments 
that combine apparently arbitrary sights and interactions, like Counsel’s 
rejection of his multicultural vision of America, in order to demonstrate the 
irrationality that motivates such inhumane social conditions and the extreme 
measures necessary to overcome them. 

As Danielewski’s and Jones’s work illustrates, three types of improvisation 
coexist in the evolution of a new literary genre: a theoretical practice, a mode of 
literary composition, and a method through which to advocate social change. 
Critical analyses of improvisation’s literary functions enact the same techniques 
about which they theorize in order to distinguish unique developments in the 
field. As a compositional strategy, improvisation enables responses to as well as 
divergences from preexisting texts. Written and spoken improvisation also 
capitalizes upon the radical potential of human beings’ daily efforts to achieve 
social justice. 


IMPROVISATION IN LITERARY THEORY 


Cultural studies scholar Fred Moten’s analysis of language’s political potential, 
In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (2003), exemplifies 
some of the many ways in which these three primary types of improvisation 
coincide and inform one another. The linguistic strategies and rhetoric in which 
Moten couches his argument help to define improvisation as both a stylistic 
device and a marker of historical identity. In understanding improvisation as the 
necessary product of cultural oppression, as a tool of resistance, Moten focuses 
on “the convergence of blackness and the irreducible sound of necessarily visual 
performance at the scene of objection.”!° Such a combination of abusive 
circumstance and creative response engenders “a double ambivalence ... of 
looking and being looked at” in which are opposed “spectacle and routine, 
violence and pleasure.”!! 

In order to approach more closely the true nature of improvisation, Moten 
offers a series of definitions of the act itself: “a nondetermining invitation to the 
new and continually unprecedented performative, historical, philosophical, 
democratic, communist arrangements that are the only authentic ones”;!* “a kind 
of lyricism of the surplus—invagination, rupture, collision, augmentation ... an 


erotics of the cut”;'° “the additive and aggregative imposture of an 


antitotalitarian ensemble”;!* “the opposition of reading and transcription”;!° 


“speech without foresight ... a kind of foreshadowing, if not prophetic, 


description”;!° “another transcription of previousness ... a set of determinations 


in and as light, by and through the illuminative event”;!’ and a “sounding in 


linguistic failure.’!® These inexact yet evocative descriptions suggest that 
improvisation occurs as a natural mode of communication, whether that 
communication is linguistic, visual, or aural in nature. Like many theorists, 
Moten locates the inspiration for improvisational acts in music, yet he also links 
its operations to the infinite connotative possibilities of human _ beings’ 
necessarily imprecise use of spoken language. His own refusal to provide a 
central definition of improvisation signifies that accurate theorization must also 
participate in the practice it describes; descriptions of the improvisatory act must 
contain as many suggestive images and metaphors as possible. 

Moten’s argument is inspired by a passage from Frederick Douglass’s 
Narrative of the Life in which Douglass describes the horrific spectacle of his 
Aunt Hester being repeatedly beaten until she shrieks and blood streams from 
her body. In order best to showcase Douglass’s resistance to such abuse through 
the act of recording these experiences in a concrete form, Moten characterizes 
the re-performance of Aunt Hester’s trials in terms of personal, physical, racial, 
and cultural violence. Moten asserts that Douglass portrays the violations she 
suffers by using the “radical materiality and syntax that animates black 
performances”; these devices operate on behalf of a “freedom drive that is 
expressed always and everywhere throughout their graphic (re)production.”!9 
Linguistic improvisation functions in this instance as a means of transforming 
horrific experiences into purposeful social expression. For Moten, and for other 
theorists whose work similarly engages the nexus between written 
communication and social act, instances of public cultural performance represent 
invaluable opportunities for reframing and remaking past histories of abuse. 

Moten explains the improvisatory ethic in terms of “the generative force of a 
venerable phonic propulsion, the ontological and historical priority of resistance 
to power and objection to subjection”;*° it grows in particular out of “black 
aurality” or “the aural content that infuses and transforms (our dominant 
understandings of) primality, extremity, or extension out from inside or 
outside.”*! Improvisation thus helps to evolve what Moten calls “Black Art,” the 
“ongoing production of a performance: rupture and collision, augmented toward 
singularity, motherless child, childless mother, heartrending shriek, levee camp 
moan, grieving lean and head turn, fall, Stabat mater, turn a step, loose booty 


funk brush stroke down my cheek, yellow dog, blue train, black drive.”*? These 
“ongoing productions” depend upon “the internalization of call and response in 
the form of a deconstruction and reconstruction of the song and of the song form 


itself.”*° Moten ties improvisatory acts to specifically African American cultural 
experience, pointing to the links between textual production and musical 
performance. The recursive, loosely associative style in which he writes his 
critical evaluation itself mimics the impulse toward improvisation, suggesting its 
radical potential as both social rupturing device and source for linguistic play. 
House of Leaves includes many such textual devices that simulate acts of 
improvisation in the conventional terms of postmodernism outlined by theorists 


like Fredric Jameson. He includes “a new kind of flatness or depthlessness, a 


new kind of superficiality in the most literal sense”;** a “waning of affect”;° an 


increasing sense of fragmentation in social subjects;*° the domination of 


“categories of space rather than ... categories of time”;*’ pastiche;7® a “crisis in 
historicity” that allows access to social histories only through popular-culture 
references and simulacra;*? and a “breakdown of the signifying chain” that 
produces a series of unrelated, schizophrenic signifiers°?? among the elements 
that contribute to this late-twentieth-century cultural tendency. Danielewski’s 
novel manifests repeated instances of such breakdowns in signifying, as its 
nested narratives and multiple narrators, none of whom can assume final 
authority over the text, undermine much of the information that the reader is 
given. The book also takes much of its visual and narrative structure from its 
hundreds of footnotes; these direct readers, both real and imagined, to critical 
sources that lend the story a false sense of realism. While some of the histories to 
which Danielewski refers are real—the Jamestown settlement and the lives of 
actual writers, for instance—his readers can access them only through the 
interpretations offered by Zampano and Johnny Truant, whose own (fictional) 
histories continually obscure what historical accuracies may exist. Truant tries to 
construct a logical explanation for the mysteries that circumscribe the Navidson 
house, for example, by locating it near the Jamestown settlement, where more 
than 400 colonists died during the winter of 1609-1610. However, his inability 
to find the physical house itself when he travels to Virginia and the conversation 
he holds with an imagined docent at the Jamestown historical museum suggest 
that any history to which his audience has access will always be mediated by his 
unreliable personal experience. 

The novel’s proliferating footnotes also highlight for the reader the dominance 
of space over time, or a sense of synchronic rather than diachronic narration. 
Because the reader can choose whether to read Zampano’s text only, or only 


Johnny Truant’s, or can follow some or all of the footnotes and appendices to 
their textual conclusions, every entry into the book possesses unique possibilities 
—all of which occupy the same position in narrative time. This feature allows 
Danielewski to replace preexisting accounts of American history with a complex 
investigation of that history’s potential misrepresentation. 

Danielewski includes many other visual elements that also exploit the 
inherently synchronic nature of the printed text in order to extend the metaphor 
of the novel/house’s internal spaces. Some footnotes are represented by symbols 
from the International Ground-to-Air Signal Codes, for instance, while every 
repetition of the word “house,” in any language, is printed in blue. The 
characters’ recurring discussions of the Minotaur myth, which becomes in itself 
a metaphor for Johnny Truant’s difficulties in negotiating not only the complex 
text that Zampano left behind but also the vagaries of his own life, are printed in 
red; many of those passages are also struck out, as though to negate the words’ 
cultural resonance while allowing them to remain legible. These visual and 
structural elements, unique in most cases to Danielewski’s work, simulate 
improvisation by signifying differently within the text than they do in real-life 
contexts. His many esoteric references to history, geological science, 
psychology, photography, and architecture, among other topics, would require 
independent research for most readers, who must choose which signifiers to 
track beyond the text. Similarly, Jones includes counterfeit statistical accounts of 
the period in which his book is set, as in his description of “the 1883 pamphlet 
on free Negroes who had owned other Negroes before the War between the 
States,” five copies of which “were in the Library of Congress in 1994 when the 
remaining two pamphlets were sold as part of a collection of black memorabilia 
... for $1.7 million to an automobile manufacturer in Germany.”*! Though these 
Statistics form part of the novel’s fiction, they suggest that multiple approaches 
to historiography are necessary to give an accurate rendering of this particular 
story. Concrete facts, even those cloaked in invention, illustrate the verifiable 
history that underlies the novel. Jones complicates the division between fact and 
forgery in the novel to show that the terms of representation matter as much as 
eyewitness accounts in the accurate recording of history. 

Danielewski also critiques the ludic potential of improvisation by establishing 
the boundaries that exist to such seemingly limitless experimentation. His book 
comes to an end on page 709; it contains many of the mundane publishing 
minutiae that many academic texts do, such as an index (albeit with some false 
entries) and a credits page. Perhaps most importantly, no character is able 
satisfactorily to illuminate the mystery of the house on Ash Tree Lane. By 
presenting the book’s improvisatory elements in a familiar postmodernist guise, 


yet constructing a clear array of obstacles to that genre definition, Danielewski 
suggests that human agency itself exists in tension with the social factors—such 
as historical conditions, cultural traits, and family affiliations, among others— 
through which it is defined. 

The Known World relies upon a different set of theoretical elements to 
demonstrate both the creative potential and the limits of improvisatory acts. 
Jones includes an array of fictionalized statistics that help to support his 
argument about the fundamental economic corruptions that underlay the system 
of slavery. He cites, for instance, an 1840 census that lists the fictional 
Manchester County, Virginia, as “a place of 2,191 slaves, 142 free Negroes, 939 
whites, and 136 Indians.”°* Jones’s use of such statistics gives rise to questions 
about the true value of historical accuracy. His re-imagining of recorded facts 
lends significant weight to the book’s condemnation of slavery while 
challenging the familiar histories of exclusively white slave-owners and black 
slaves. The history that he substitutes, however, is no less real than the ones that 
circulate in mainstream America; in fact, his characters’ imaginary experiences 
only serve to emphasize the urgency of the social issues he critiques. 

Jones employs improvisatory strategies in order to argue on behalf of 
historical revisionism, exploring moral ambiguities through his interrogations of 
the title concept, which he defines variously as a sixteenth-century German map 


distinguished by “the first time the word America had ever been put on a 


map”;*° the possibility that “somewhere in the world, known or unknown, 


someone might not think twice about buying two happy white children with 


plump cheeks”;** and a photograph of a dog looking to its right that Calvin, a 


free black man struggling with the knowledge of his desire for another man, 
interprets as the sense that “[t]here was a whole world off to the right that the 
photograph had not captured.”°° Every repetition of the title refuses the 
boundaries that it implicitly contains, suggesting instead that to know the world 
is to go beyond it, to witness—and to improvise upon—previously unimagined 
social conditions. Jones offers the multiplying possibilities of the known world 
as a partial panacea to the ills of slavery; at the same time, he tempers the hope 
of escape with the statistical and historical realities of human cruelty. 


IMPROVISATORY COMPOSITION 


Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Tony Bolden theorize improvisation as both a key 
indicator of cultural experience and a vehicle for creative play. To Moten’s 


linguistic experiments and focus on music, they add a series of cultural 
mythologies that serve as inspiration for improvisatory invention. These myths, 
often presented in terms of a central figure or metaphor that performs important 
cultural acts, provide writers with specific tools to use in literary composition. 
Gates’s The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary 
Criticism (1988) defines improvisation as an inherent trait of African American 
culture that fulfills social and political functions. Black writers in particular, 
Gates observes, “read, repeated, imitated, and revised each other’s texts,” yet 
this kind of “black formal repetition always repeats with a difference” that 
“manifests itself in specific language use.”°° Like many other black literary 
critics, Gates challenges the false opposition that some writers had defined 
between aurality and literacy in African American writing; rather, he contends, 
linguistic devices found in everyday speech inform and inflect black writing in 
unique ways. Such devices enable an unpredictable, free play of signifiers such 
that black language contains “a measure of undecidability” that issues from “the 
ambiguity at work in its rhetorical structures.”°’ Repetition with a difference, 
revisions of and responses to others’ work, rhetorical ambiguities, and linguistic 
structures common to verbal and written speech, contribute to a literary aesthetic 
that shares many properties with blues and jazz. Gates notes that musical 
improvisation depends upon the same principles of repetition and revision that 
black language does.*® Its value as a cultural practice stems from its ability to 
demonstrate formally the same freedom on behalf of which it argues. 

Bolden, working from assumptions similar to Gates’s, focuses on blues music 
as a source of cultural definition and an inspiration for improvisation. Blues 
music “rejects simplistic binary oppositions,” providing not only blues- 
influenced poetry but also criticism with a characteristic “urge for expansion” 
that incorporates multiple experiences of loss and fights for freedom.*? Bolden 
describes the blues as shaped by “both subsumption and infusion ... products of 
hybridization”: the music’s inclusive nature suits it as a metaphor and as a 
compositional strategy for politically motivated literature.*° Its social impetus 
originates in “an Afro-vernacular worldview that often opposes rigid 
categorization”; writers and musicians demonstrate skill by using phrases that 
their audiences recognize as carrying multiple, sometimes opposing, 
connotations.*! 

This kind of improvisation serves many functions in literary texts, including a 
tendency to decenter the story’s principal narrator. Because both musical and 
linguistic improvisation issue from multiple agents who respond to and revise 
one another’s contributions, no speaker can possess an authoritative version of 


events. In House of Leaves, for instance, one might expect Will Navidson, who 
makes the original films of his house’s strange physical properties, to possess the 
most accurate information about his experiences. However, that information is 
filtered through Zampano’s interpretations, Johnny Truant’s annotations, and the 
editors’ reorganization before it reaches the reader’s eyes. This array of 
narrators, each one privy to different sources of writerly authority, suggests that 
Danielewski means to challenge the very notion that an original text can exist— 
or, in Jean Baudrillard’s terms, to assert that perhaps these revisions have 
themselves become the new original. 

Jones explores a similar question about whether history is improved through 
such varied repetitions in The Known World, which begins with the demise of 
Henry, the man who is ostensibly his main character. This event opposes 
Western narrative conventions in general and the history of the modern neo- 
slave narrative more specifically, enabling Jones to reveal the inherently 
unstable underpinnings of both the slave system in which his characters 
participate and the late modern capitalism that their self-interested decisions help 
to establish. Specific laws existed under slavery that maintained the value of 
economic profit over racial and familial identity. For example, according to one 
Virginia statute, “No negro or Indian though baptized and enjoyned their own 
ffreedome [sic] shall be capable of any purchase of Christians but not yet 
debarred from buying any of their owne nation.”** While the wording here 
suggests equal access to the profit structures of slavery, it also makes clear that 
the law recognized no distinction between slave and free status or between 
related and unrelated persons. The improvisatory ethic of Jones’s narrative 
structure, the immediate death of his main character, highlights the irrationality 
of contemporary social laws and the political change that such absurdity 
demands. 

Daniel Belgrad, another theorist of improvisation as both a cultural trait and a 
mode of literary composition, has identified a trend in dynamic, responsive acts 
as indicative of mid-twentieth-century American society.** Describing the post- 
World War II period as marked by “[a] will to explore and record the 
spontaneous creative act,” Belgrad claims that any accurate theorization of 
contemporary arts and literature “depends on recognizing the existence of a 
coherent aesthetic of spontaneity and its social significance”; indeed, 
improvisation’s dominance as a form of creative and political expression 
rendered it an alternative to “both the mass culture and the established high 
culture” of the time.** Unlike Moten, Gates, and Bolden, Belgrad understands 
improvisation as an expressive device and aesthetic motivation that spans ethnic, 


cultural, economic, and ideological divides, yet he also ties it to a strong urge 
toward social change. Broadly speaking, an ethics of improvisation allows 
participants to cultivate “an oppositional version of humanism” while 
acknowledging the role that spontaneous acts have long played in the history of 
avant-garde art.*° Improvisation, Belgrad asserts, helps to articulate a particular 
set of social assumptions about the world.*° Such viewpoints were an essential 
element of post-World War II America—just as the improvisatory elements of 
Danielewski’s and Jones’s novels reflect the attitudes of pre-Civil War and turn- 
of-the-twenty-first-century America. 

This aspiration toward social justice originates in the substantial history of 
improvisation as a creative strategy. Writers like Ezra Pound, Charles Olson, and 
Allen Ginsberg have taken pains to “link ... the intellectual and social 
dimensions of this art” through specific formal traits, emphasizing a “sense of 
dialogue—of give-and-take never completely ended, and full understanding 
never completely accomplished.”*” Because such an open-ended aesthetic stands 
in direct contrast to the tenets of the Western canon, improvisation also 
suggested an alternative to technologically motivated social progress, white 
dominance of the arts, and prescribed modes of thought for these writers.“ 
Belgrad cites “honesty,” “awareness,” and “authenticity” as the values central to 
mid-twentieth-century spontaneity; most importantly, such an openness to 
nontraditional forms of composition and expression rendered “cultural authority 
more accessible to aspirants from immigrant, working-class, and minority 
backgrounds.”“? These participants, excluded from dominant narratives of 
American creative expression, found new ways to articulate political views 
through their art.°° As a result, improvisation has come to signify alternative 
political views and culturally specific forms of creative expression like Beat 
poetry. 

In literature, improvisatory strategies enable writers to blur the distinctions 
among description, narration, dialogue, monologue, and observation. The Known 
World contains, for instance, a story set in a fictional Virginia county as well as 
references to verifiable historical conditions, statistical analyses of slavery’s 
real-world impact, magical-realist events, and mythological background 
contexts. When Counsel Skiffington is traveling cross-country after his family 
has died, for instance, he spends the night at a farm whose inhabitants are both 
strangely hostile and generous. As Counsel is leaving in the morning, he looks at 
their house and sees that “the dimensions were far smaller than the actual inside 
of the house. What he saw outside—the walls of no more than twenty feet— 
could not possibly hold all that he had seen inside last night. ... The inside last 


night was easily seventy-five feet by fifty feet.”°! Like the Navidson house in 
House of Leaves, the house in which Counsel sleeps in The Known World resists 
accepted physical laws as a metaphorical representation of the world’s now 
unknowable nature. Magically real moments like these are aligned with 
characters’ personal epiphanies about their ultimate destiny. Stamford, one of 
Henry Townsend’s slaves, survives a lightning storm while out picking 
blueberries only to discover a nest of crows that had been killed by the 
tumultuous weather. Trying to share in their death, Stamford rubs yolks and 
eggshells over their bodies until “the ground opened up and took the birds in”; 
after this experience, he renames himself Stamford Crow Blueberry and founds 
the Richmond Home for Colored Orphans.°* Though these events exist only in 
the book, they recall the real-life history of former slaves renaming themselves. 
Through his book’s investment in nonlinear time, Jones portrays the 
permeation of social concerns through multiple levels of society in a manner that 
resembles Belgrad’s. The Known World is organized according to a series of 
flashbacks that demonstrate the variable, impermanent nature of history itself. 
The novel begins with Henry’s death; proceeds to narrate the process by which 
he transformed from slave to slave owner; considers the widely varying fates of 
its slave and slave-owning characters alike, both black and white; and ends with 
a letter that Henry’s wife Caldonia receives from her brother Calvin. Calvin 
writes to tell his sister about a tapestry he found hanging on a wall of a hotel in 
Washington, D. C., which he describes as “a map of life made with every kind of 
art man has ever thought to represent himself.... There are no people on this 
‘map,’ just all the houses and barns and roads and cemeteries and wells in our 
Manchester. It is what God sees when He looks down on Manchester. At the 
bottom right-hand corner of this Creation there were but two stitched words. 
Alice Night.”°? Alice is a former slave of Henry’s who had escaped the 
plantation one night by simply walking away through the woods. After 
pretending for years to have suffered brain damage after a kick to the head, Alice 
earned anonymity on the road and achieved freedom in a place that allowed her 
to choose her own last name. Jones presents this story at his novel’s close not to 
suggest that such successful flights compensated for the crimes committed by 
black slave-owners but to demonstrate that human actions cannot be predicted. 
Even the historically real contextual information of The Known World is framed 
in characters’ subjective impressions of events and the loose associations they 
draw between disparate experiences; history does not offer solutions to social 
problems. Jones employs an improvisatory ethic in his narrative structure that 
illuminates the true randomness of everyday life, even in the face of basic 


injustice. 

These characteristics—varied types of writing placed in juxtaposition; 
synchronic rather than diachronic narrative organizations; and stories told 
through impressions and loose associations rather than via conclusions, 
connections, and resolutions—point to some of the many ways in which 
improvisation can inform literary composition. Belgrad notes that improvisation 
in literature also enables a focus on issues of social justice, particularly through 
the construction of ethnic identities.°* For many writers and artists, such 
identities offer opportunities to explore “psychological conflicts” and to pose 
direct challenges to authority, a process that in itself gives improvisatory or 
“spontaneous” work an “implicitly political feature.”°° Improvisation’s potential 
as an innovative formal and thematic tool suits it for political advocacy, 
particularly in texts whose qualities resist straightforward classification. 


RENDERING SOCIAL CHANGE 


While many writers explore the aesthetic potential of improvisation, its 
properties of undecidability and energy also align it with arguments on behalf of 
social justice. Moten’s stylistic demonstration of improvisatory principles 
represents one approach to such a broadly applicable argument, while the artistic 
tropes that Gates and Bolden identify indicate that improvisation helps to define 
culturally specific practices and social concerns. Gates asserts that the rituals of 
black “Signifyin(g)” are motivated by a refusal to accept white traditions 
unquestioningly; instead, African Americans draw on a variety of cultural 
heritages in order to “rename ... to revise, and ... to Signify.”°° Though 
Signifyin(g) takes place in many different contexts, one of its central metaphors 


is the “Talking Book,” which Gates describes as “double-voiced texts that talk to 


other texts”;°’ this type of improvisation incorporates preexisting texts while 


advocating changes in argument and approach. For black literary criticism 
specifically, Signifyin(g) “always entails formal revision and an intertextual 
relation ... in which texts seem concerned to address their antecedents.”°° 
Writers can advocate political change by naming textual elements that reveal a 
lack and then offering revisions to improve the original. Change occurs through 
a process of “riffing upon tropes”°? that both preserves longstanding tradition 
and marks out new paths for political statement. 

Gates posits that cultural agency is an essential element of the Signifyin(g) 
process, presenting the Yoruban trickster figure of Esu-Elegbara and the 


Westernized Signifying Monkey as representative embodiments. As a vehicle for 
improvisatory renaming and revision, Esu possesses such qualities as 
“individuality, satire, parody, irony, magic, indeterminacy, open-endedness, 
ambiguity, sexuality, chance, uncertainty, disruption and reconciliation, betrayal 
and loyalty, closure and disclosure, encasement and rupture”;°? he replaces the 
concept of binary oppositions with an endlessly proliferating array of signifiers. 
The Signifying Monkey, on the other hand, gives voice to “the Afro-American 
speaking subject” by reconfiguring language so as to “both wreak havoc upon 
and inscribe order for criticism in the jungle.”°! The texts that he helps to create, 
therefore, are never static; rather, “they exist as a play of differences.”°* Both of 
these figures perform improvisatory acts in the course of motivating social 
evolution. 

Tony Bolden’s theory of blues poetics suggests how the work of such figures 
can translate into oppositional literary statement. The blues resists monolithic 
representation, fostering instead a variety of textual representations that attempt 
to fuse oral, written, and instrumental voices.°* By repeating a single line with 
variations, or riffing, blues poets and musicians create “a kind of mimetic 
pastiche” that is akin to Gates’s Signifyin(g) or Amiri Baraka’s notion of “the 
changing same.” Bolden identifies “epistrophy” as a key improvisational process 
in which writers combine “a wide range of forms, images, titles, lyrics, 
quotations, and names to create a poetic collage.”© Epistrophy acknowledges 
historical precedents while working to address more current social concerns. It 
also enables poets to cultivate a unique style and impart ideologically 
confrontational content.°° In the end, an oppositional style developed through 
improvisational references to the blues and African mythological tropes can 
offer “a method of waging resistance through art.”°” Politically conscious artistic 
styles are rooted in a social history in which African and African American 
voices explore both injustice and cultural innovation. 

Jones illustrates the disjunction that exists in The Known World between 
public conditions that should foster social justice and the true nature of daily 
existence through a series of magical-realist events. These events, which enable 
Jones to improvise upon everyday life’s potential for variability, demonstrate the 
extreme limits to which the repeated abuses of slavery push human credulity and 
endurance. In one instance, a cow begins giving vast quantities of milk after one 
man has sold it to his neighbor in the knowledge that it was dry; it then produces 
so much milk that the family cannot use or store all of it. At another point in the 
book, a young “boy, along with his older brother and a slave boy named Teacher 


... burst into flames in front of the dry goods store.”°® John Skiffington 
witnesses both events in the capacity of mediator between dissenting factions. 
While one example represents an unexpected bounty and the other a tragedy, 
both suggest that this society’s citizens are able to accept the impossible or the 
miraculous as commonplace because they have already assimilated the 
intolerable realities of slavery. Jones associates Skiffington with these 
occurrences because he embodies the basic contradictions of the time; he asserts 
his moral objections to slavery but earns his livelihood by enforcing the 
oppressive legal strictures of the day. He and the other characters who observe 
such magical episodes exist in an unpredictable relationship to social change: 
they admit that people receive unequal treatment but are not yet willing to 
pursue corrective measures. Jones includes elements of magical realism in his 
novel in order to suggest that the most accurate portrayal of the day-to-day 
functioning of American slavery must be couched in a dynamic and variable—or 
improvisatory—narrative. 

Danielewski also includes a series of magical events and conditions in House 
of Leaves that illuminate characters’ inability to make sense of their 
environment. The inner labyrinth of the Navidson house possesses magical 
properties: in addition to its “interstellar” composition, for instance, its interior 
physical dimensions exceed those of the exterior by 5/8 of an inch, and it 
literally resists attempts at navigation: “the compass refuses to settle on any one 
direction inside the house. ... North it seems has no authority there.”©? Once 
Johnny Truant has become immersed in Zampano’s analyses, he internalizes this 
sense of misdirection and begins to imagine that he is being haunted by 
“[s]omething I am unable to see. Waiting.””° Hallucinations gradually loosen 
Truant’s grasp on reality until he has a dream that he is a minotaur, being chased 
through the Navidson labyrinth by a drunken frat boy. The Minotaur myth is 
central to Danielewski’s text, serving as a metaphor for characters’ dialectical 
movement between unjust imprisonment within a mystery that they did not 
create and violent rebellion against that mystery: a dialectic that Jones’s 
indictment of slavery also engages. Truant himself characterizes the realistic 
quality of his dream as the knowledge that “I’m here because I am deformed, 
because when I speak my words come out in cracks and groans, and what’s 
more I’ve been put here by an old man, a dead man, by one who called me son 
though he was not my father.”’! His interpretation of the dream in terms of a 
specific mythology points to his shifting presence in the book’s multi-layered 
composition, in which any character may contribute to or be cited in any other 
narrative level. 


Danielewski employs several narrative devices that underscore the 
improvisatory potential of both the characters’ magical or supernatural 
experiences and the ways in which events, actions, and thematic tropes bleed 
from one natrative level into the next. At one point, for instance, Johnny Truant 
speculates that “this thing has created me; not me unto it, but now it unto me, 
where I am nothing more than the matter of some other voice ... forcing me to 
face the most terrible suspicion of all, that all of this has just been made up and 
what’s worse, not made up by me or even for that matter Zampano. Though by 
whom I have no idea.”’* Here he senses the presence of the text’s original 
author, Mark Z. Danielewski himself, in a classic instance of postmodernist self- 
awareness. His paranoia about the artificially constructed nature of his life and 
the possibility that he might have no real control over events comes from the 
Navidson house, from the elusive film about it, from Zampano’s analyses, from 
his own experiences, and, ultimately, from the book’s real-life author. These 
multiple points of origin not only undermine the authority implicit to a typically 
structured text but also suggest a critique of modern modes of history-making. 
Through such critiques of historiography as well as of the technologies that his 
book’s many innovative visual elements recall, Danielewski is able to dismiss 
many conventions of postmodern literature. In place of a focus on surfaces and 
spaces, he articulates an urgent need to address the social ramifications that key 
moments of American history continue to have at the turn of the twenty-first 
century. His characters’ obsession with an elusive address in the Virginia 
countryside, for instance, leads to larger revelations about the formation of 
national identity in the same location. 

Literary novels like The Known World and House of Leaves draw their 
readers’ attention to contemporary social issues by highlighting persistent 
inequalities without presenting a single, deterministic path toward their 
resolution; rather, they represent an openness toward resolution to which many 
diverse perspectives may contribute. Both books’ authors reject the conventions 
of their narrative precedents—the neo-slave narrative and the postmodernist 
novel—and employ compositional strategies founded in improvisation in order 
to signal the emergence of new literary genres and innovative approaches to 
criticism. 


IMPROVISATION AND THE AVANT-GARDE 


The literary theory that attempts to account for such improvisational strategies 


both simulates the material activity of improvisation by reproducing the gestures 
that define innovative texts and identifies the presence of improvisation as 
indicative of the first stage in a developing literary genre. Moten’s recursive, 
experimental style of criticism illustrates the improvisatory strategies about 
which he theorizes while tying the work of criticism itself to condemnations of 
social injustice. His analysis of Aunt Hester’s scream points in its turn to the 
many other examples of African American literary texts that argue on behalf of 
social reform through not only historical references, anecdotes, and culturally 
specific themes but also linguistic devices. Such strategies help to shed light on 
the hitherto unidentified genre of The Known World, a novel that illuminates a 
little-known dimension of the history of slavery while illustrating the difficulty 
of judging or even describing that history’s implications accurately. The 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century slave narrative follows a fairly 
straightforward organization, often beginning with a preface written by a white 
person attesting to the authenticity of the story and followed by a description of 
the horrific conditions under which the author lived; a moment of epiphany 
when the author decides to flee; a description of the flight to freedom; and a 
rededication of the life to abolition, ministry, or another form of social-justice 
work. While many neo-slave narratives, such as Sherley Anne Williams’s Dessa 
Rose (1986) and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987), incorporate some of these 
conventions and revise or reject the others, Jones’s novel refers to these elements 
in only the most oblique terms in favor of highlighting the ultimate 
undecidability of history instead. 

House of Leaves also resists the category of postmodernism in spite of its 
many affinities with that genre’s structural and thematic conventions. The novel 
does explore some ontological questions, countering its opening assertion that 
“This is not for you” (ix), for instance, with the ambiguously phrased “‘Don’t be 
scared. Don’t be. I am’” (480-82); this monologue from Will Navidson’s final 
solo exploration of his house’s labyrinth refers to both his immediate situation 
and the book’s larger questions about who can exist in or in relation to the house. 
At the same time, Danielewski engages with specific elements of American 
national history in a manner that challenges Jameson’s and Barry Lewis’s 
assertions about postmodernism’s diminished investment in historical accuracy. 
Lewis lists “apocryphal history, anachronism, or the blending of history and 
fantasy” as characteristic of postmodernist approaches to historiography, while 
Jameson names a “weakening of historicity’ as a consequence of 
postmodernism’s tendency toward the superficial.”? Instead of allowing his 
book’s experimental structure and visual elements to dominate his characters’ 
sense of historical investment, Danielewski employs improvisational devices 


such as imaginary conversations that are not readily distinguishable from real 
ones, excerpts from a seventeenth-century journal whose stylistic conventions 
begin to permeate the modern-day narration, and characters’ repeated attempts to 
locate a house that cannot be found in order to offer a potential critique of early 
American settlement practices. Zampano and Johnny Truant approach the 
problem of the Navidson house from several different angles but each time run 
up against insurmountable obstacles: the house’s origins date back far before the 
Jamestown settler whose diary suggests that he disappeared into it centuries 
earlier, its historians cannot be located even in Jamestown itself, and its physical 
location evades the most dedicated of pursuers. These factors suggest that 
Danielewski censures accepted histories of American colonization, arguing 
instead that the best representations of history are subjective, impressionistic, 
and continually shifting. 

Bolden and Gates, who also define improvisatory strategies as central to 
literature with a strong historical investment, identify artistic practices as 
vehicles for social statement by pointing to a long history of creativity compelled 
by oppression and fostered by cultural heritage. The story of Alice Night, a 
description of whose marvelous tapestry begins the conclusion of The Known 
World, is a story of regained voices. Calvin, who finds the tapestry Alice Night 
sewed in freedom, wishes her well even as he fears that she “would remember 
my history, that I, no matter what I had always said to the contrary, owned 
people of our Race.” Alice notes only that “I been as good as God keeps me.””4 
Having embraced an artistic outlet through which to explore her slavery 
experiences, Alice reminds Calvin that his fortune depends upon the things he 
chooses to do and the fate that follows him. Working with the materials that her 
past provided has eliminated her fear and opened up numberless possibilities for 
future self-expression, which Calvin passes on to Caldonia. 

Belgrad identifies strategies like these as part of a broader cultural trend 
outside of whose boundaries both novels operate yet to whose improvisatory 
aesthetic they are indebted. Improvisation enables the cultivation of both new 
literary genres and new modes of literary criticism, marking an author’s efforts 
to offer a unique perspective on previously unexplored histories and to forestall 
closed interpretations of those histories. As a linguistic feature, a compositional 
device, an organizational principle, and an inspiration for cultural creativity, 
improvisation heralds the moments when large-scale social trends or belief- 
systems shake the foundations of not only human society but also its expressions 
in literature. 
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CHAPTER 16 


IMPROVISATORY PRACTICES AND THE DAWN 
OF THE NEW AMERICAN CINEMA 


SARA VILLA 


In 1959 Jonas Mekas published in Sight and Sound what would soon be 
identified as the manifesto of the New American Cinema. The article, titled 
“New York Letter: Towards a Spontaneous Cinema,”! spotlighted the work of a 
group of emerging film directors, including Robert Frank, Alfred Leslie, John 
Cassavetes, Edward Bland, Lionel Rogosin, and Morris Engel. Mekas situated 
their experimental, anti-Hollywood, non-narrative movies as a new phenomenon 
within American cinema, comparable in its innovative matrix to the French 
Nouvelle Vague and Italian Neorealism. 

The key, common element of these productions was their reliance on a poetics 
of spontaneity, realized through improvisatory practices pursued in the acting, 
framing, soundtrack, and montage. Mekas coined the phrase spontaneous 
cinema? both to delineate the main focus of all such avant-gardist works and to 
reveal the link between these filmic experiments and the surrounding focus on 
improvisational techniques that filled the urban cultural settings where these 
movies were conceived and realized—for instance, the Method theorized at the 
Actor’s Studio. 

In Mekas’s words: 


This direction is intimately linked with the general feeling in other areas of life and art: with the ardor 
of rock and roll; the interest in Zen Buddhism; the development of abstract expressionism (action 
painting); the emergence of spontaneous prose and New Poetry—all a long-delayed reaction against 


puritanism and the mechanization of life.° 


Another form of art—one that, ironically, this father of the New American 
Cinema only briefly mentioned later on4‘—played a central role in the two 
feature films that started the new cinematographic movement: Frank and Leslie’s 
Pull My Daisy and Cassavetes’s Shadows, premiered ad deux in New York City 


in 1959. This forgotten muse was jazz, which not only became a fundamental 
element of the soundtrack of both movies but also played a major role in how 
improvisation per se was conceived in both projects. At this time, in the world of 
jazz music, the form that had come to be called bebop had become known as 
revolutionary in a way that uncannily mirrored the reputation of the New 
American Cinema. The anti-essentialist identity that the bebop improvised solo 
symbolized within jazz formed the basis for the film movement’s revolt against 
Hollywood’s formulaic patterns.° 

Bebop embodied an Afrological reappropriation of jazz after the white 
monopoly of the swing era. Its highly intellectual resemantization of jazz defied 
any assimilation of its music by the large dance orchestras of the earlier era, and 
it established a new performative structure, removed from the dance hall and 
more intensely focused on the soloists’ improvisations.° Jazz was being brought 
back to its African-American roots, not by means of a backward movement 
toward the origins of the genre,’ but rather through a style whose increased 
improvisatory moments identified a freer African American identity, capable of 
resisting, on stage in the moment, the racist strictures that still obliged black 
musicians to enter, figuratively and literally, through the back door.® 

With its complex melodies over preexisting, yet similarly complex, chordal 
structures, this new progressive jazz would reshape the musical and social status 
quo.’ Similarly, the “spontaneity” of Pull My Daisy and Shadows, like that of 
many other New American Cinema productions, was not exclusively an 
aesthetic choice, but also had a wider, socially active scope, working as a 
counterpoint to the conservatism represented by rigidly mainstream 
cinematographic patterns. 

Another uncanny coincidence linked bebop to Pull My Daisy and Shadows. In 
both musical and cinematographic genres, endless debates and analyses on the 
ontological and interactional nature of improvisation have characterized their 
popular and critical reception. For example, the entry for “Improvisation” in the 
Grove Dictionary of Jazz tells us, “The completely spontaneous creation of new 
forms by means of free improvisation, independent of an existing framework, is 
rarer in jazz than it may seem, not least because where two or more musicians 
play together, no matter how intimately they know one another’s work, some 
agreed decisions about the progress of a piece are normally necessary.” 
However, the notion of musicians as exclusively relying on in-the-moment 
creation was, in fact, a simplistic view; the constant tension among spontaneous 
composition, ad hoc quotations, and the formulaic structure of a famous tune (as 
in the case of Dizzy Gillespie’s “Salt Peanuts,” developed over the chordal basis 


of Gershwin’s “I Got Rhythm”) was the actual challenge a bebopper would face 
on stage. 

The jazz improviser walked the line between entropy and preconceived or 
prerehearsed patterns; in similar fashion, for both the 1957 version of Shadows 
and for Pull My Daisy, the improvisational component had been realized by 
means of constant negotiation with their preconceived elements, as well as with 
the inescapable constraints of the cinematographic medium—the pervasiveness 
of the camera and the ambivalent nature of montage, which had to be turned 
from a potentially invasive tool into a core improvisational actor. 

The complexity of Parker’s solos may have led a newcomer to bebop to 
misunderstand his improvisations as completely free, but practiced listeners were 
aware that such difficult passages relied in part on the careful absorption of a 
vast vocabulary, acquired through the years by practicing almost endlessly.!° As 
Parker told Paul Desmond in a 1954 interview, “I put quite a bit of study into the 
horn, that’s true.... I used to put in at least eleven, eleven to fifteen hours a 
day.”!' Thus, it came as no surprise to later theorists that the formulas that 
underlay bebop solos were carefully developed.!* While bebop was certainly 
controversial, those critics who were welcoming its advent as a new evolution in 
jazz were conscious of its “double nature” and of the aesthetic and technical 
value of the continual coexistence of underlying structures over which the 
spontaneous musical moment was developed. 

The experimental spontaneity of Pull My Daisy and Shadows was similarly 
controversial, and cinema critics were often shocked, both positively and 
negatively, by the avant-gardist, non-narrative structure of these productions. In 
many analyses, both the key role of jazz in the improvisational matrix of the 
films and the prestructured elements at the basis of the filmic process were 
ignored. Moreover, many reviewers of the New American Cinema were 
uncertain about the nature of improvisation itself. This critical uncertainty 
became linked with a myth of absolute freedom surrounding the concept of 
spontaneous art, as well as suspicion regarding improvisation itself.!° Little was 
mentioned of the almost geometrical, predefined basis over which the 
spontaneity and improvisations of these films was built. 

Thus, while New American Cinema works were seen by supportive critics less 
as an experiment in free jazz than as the cinematographic version of a bebop 
solo, developed around preexisting structures, the genre’s detractors disparaged 


the films as examples of doctored improvisations, “as fresh as a frozen green 


pea,”!* reading the preestablished elements that distinguished the making of both 


Pull My Daisy and Shadows as betrayals of their claims for real spontaneity. 


Thus, in spite of all its bebop-influenced improvisational forms, Pull My Daisy 
was nonetheless received by most critics in ways that either downplayed or 
utterly missed the scope of bebop in helping shape the spontaneity of the movie. 
Maya Deren, for instance, in spite of her exquisite sensitivity toward 
experimental cinema, wrote in the Village Voice, “This spontaneous creation 
reminds me of nothing so much as an amateur burglar in a strange apartment, 
making one ungodly, clumsy mess in a frantic search for a single significant 
note.”/° Even Mekas published a fiery article harshly criticizing the second 
version of Shadows as a dilution of the total improvisational matrix that had 
made the first version a groundbreaking American creation.'© Besides creating 
spurious narratives and expectations for audiences, these critical perspectives 
minimized or even erased the ways in which bebop informed both the 
improvisational poetics and the anti-hegemonic aesthetics of these two New 
American Cinema works.!’ 


PULL MY DAISY AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
SPONTANEOUS CINEMA 


The myth of sudden, in-the-moment creation, unfiltered by any organizational 
phase, recalled the legend surrounding Jack Kerouac’s novel On the Road. 
Supposedly written in two weeks and appearing to be a “spontaneous” pastiche 
of Beat Generation experience, the novel incorporated years of Kerouac’s daily 
travel journaling. Pull My Daisy was received and acclaimed as a faithful 
depiction of Beat Generation life in a year, 1959, when the success of On the 
Road and the public attention drawn to the Beat Generation was often 
accompanied by objections from mainstream public critics and politicians, who 
read its freer mores as a synonym for immaturity and irresponsibility.‘ In a 
1967 interview for the Paris Review, however, Kerouac framed the Beats’ social 
position as far more than an abrupt, juvenile rebellion. “What we Beats are 
against is technique and efficiency. ... Everyone in this country is a slave to the 
deep freeze and the hi-fi. They’re too rich—a kind of sinister luxury.” !9 

By 1959, Frank had already become a renowned photographer through his 
collection The Americans,*° a book of stunning black-and-white portraits of 
American no-man’s-lands and their inhabitants. In The Americans, the core of 
the New World was represented by means of the corporeality of the citizens 
Frank encountered during two years on the road. The rough, spontaneous nature 


of these shots came together with the director’s successive interest in a more 
truthful representation of American identity than that sponsored by Hollywood 
cinema.*! This visual poetics and its ability to unveil or hint at the United States’ 
contradictions was a fundamental element that Frank shared with the other Beats 
and that became one of the key features of Pull My Daisy. Frank brought the 
same careful attention to realism and immediacy he relied on for The Americans, 
together with Leslie’s visual sensitivity, to the film images for the new project. 

The desire to open up the compositional nature of a film script by means of 
bebop improvisational patterns informs many details of the making of Pull My 
Daisy, beginning with the very poem that gives the title to the movie and opens 
it. “Pull My Daisy” was originally written in 1949 by Kerouac and Allen 
Ginsberg as an exquisite corpse (cadavre exquis) experiment that the two carried 
out by correspondence.** Kerouac and Ginsberg transformed the static, 
compositional nature of the poem, which was initially titled “Song: Fie My 
Fum,” into an avant-gardist production. Every verse was turned into a breathlike 
measure, a technique that allowed a full level of poetic freedom to both writers, 
who would discover the actual development of the poem only at the end of the 
process. A similar experimentation with corporeal poetics was linked to the 
description of an open and highly sensual body: “Pull my daisy/ tip my cup/ all 
my doors are open/ Cut my thoughts/ for coconuts/ all my eggs are broken/ Jack 
my Arden/ gate my shades/ woe my road is spoken/ Silk my garden/ rose my 
days/ now my prayers awaken.”° 

The idea for the film came from the third act of the play The Beat Generation, 
which Kerouac had written in 1957, soon after On the Road, in hopes of a 
possible off-Broadway production that was never realized. The real-life episode 
on which the movie was based was the 1955 meeting of several Beats with a 
Swiss bishop ordained by the Liberal Catholic Church, in the California home of 
Neal and Carolyn Cassady.** 

Even though this section of the play was already fully structured, Kerouac did 
not use that structure in the film. Rather, he created a loose treatment, which was 
shared with the directors and actors in order to give them a general, but not 
overly predetermining, idea of the plot and characters. The Beats in the film— 
Peter Orlovsky, Gregory Corso, and Ginsberg—played themselves, and Kerouac 
subsequently ad-libbed the narrative for the film’s soundtrack over improvised 
jazz by David Amram,7° recorded in the studio of Jerry Newman, an old friend 
of Kerouac’s from the Horace Mann School, which the writer attended one year 
before Columbia University.*° 

During the spring of 1957, Amram and Kerouac, together with Philip 


Lamantia and Howard Hart, had performed the first jazz poetry show in New 
York City at Cafe Figaro, in the heart of the Greenwich Village.*” This event, 
and the series of jazz poetry sessions that followed, mixed verses, jazz 
improvisation, and scat singing and soon became a signature of the Beat 
Generation happenings that attracted followers on both coasts of the United 
States. This new performative format reasserted the oral and interactive nature of 
poetry. As Lawrence Ferlinghetti argued with regard to the West Coast jazz 
poetry sessions: 


The kind of poetry which has been making the most noise here is quite different from the “poetry 
about poetry,” the poetry of technique, the poetry for poets and professors which has dominated the 


quarterlies and anthologies of this country for some time. ... The poetry I am talking about here is 


spoken poetry, poetry conceived as oral messages. It “makes it” aloud.?® 


Kerouac’s procedure in the film is reminiscent of his own jazz god, Charlie 
Parker. In “Koko” (1945), Parker uses the harmonic structure of the Charlie 
Barnet swing-era hit “Cherokee,” but in standard bebop practice discards the 
melody, leaving more room for improvisation. As Amram remembers, 
“[Kerouac’s] words were like a jazz solo, soaring above and weaving through 
the structure of the film.”*° Interestingly, at the same time this film was being 
shot, the major bebop players, when asked to describe their solos in words, 
would very often make comparisons with narrative form. Art Farmer, for 
instance, remembered how Lester Young—who is most famously associated 
with this parallelism—made him “tighten up and tell a story in each solo.”°? A 
well-developed improvisation was to become a piercing, confessional story, 
realized in sound. 

Pull My Daisy’s ad-libbed narration and jazz soundtrack would, therefore, 
become a mix of the jazz soloist’s narration with those of the literary author and 
the film directors. Ad-libbing over improvised jazz music allowed a double, 
intertwined level of improvisation, which had distinguished the collaborations 
between Kerouac and Amram since 1957. The intimate musical dialogue that 
had developed between them through these jazz poetry sessions is clearly 
noticeable in the way the musician’s improvised jazz and the writer’s words 
unfold in Pull My Daisy. They suddenly turn into syncopated scatlike passages, 
as when Kerouac starts a tirade based on the word “cockroach,” while Frank and 
Leslie’s pan moves around the kitchen, capturing the gazes of the Beats, lost in a 
trail of free associations.*! On a structural level, the cadavre exquis 
improvisational method of the poem was trying to safeguard the immediacy of a 
soloist’s spontaneous creation within an overall context of artistic endeavor. A 
similar level of artistic freedom, in a collaborative context, was what the 


directors and Kerouac wanted to achieve on screen by leaving the treatment as 
loose as possible, by using improvised jazz music as a sonic identification of the 
Beat Generation, and by maintaining a documentary, grainy photographic 
quality throughout the film. 

On the other hand, the improvisation in the cockroach section of the movie is 
actually built over a preconceived structure, mirroring the jazz solo of a brass 
instrument and reproducing the same rhythmical pattern of breathing in the ad- 
libbing of Pull My Daisy. Moreover, Kerouac seems to be mixing his jazz poetry 
expertise with the technique theorized in his 1953 manifesto, “Essentials of 
Spontaneous Prose,”°* where he argued for a new narrative style, using breath as 
measure, “blowing as per jazz musician. ... [Never] riddled by false colons and 
timid usually needless commas but vigorous space dash separating rhetorical 
breathing (as jazz musician breathing between outblown phrases).”°° 

Such unfiltered immediacy also showed how the bodies of Americans in the 
1950s were carrying the contradictions of still-unresolved race, class, and gender 
issues; the general perspective on the body and its functions in 1950s America 
was conceived largely within the boundaries of white heterosexual marriage. 
References to bodily pleasure, including sexuality, would have been dismissed 
as immoral and immediately censored. In 1953, Otto Preminger’s romantic 
comedy The Moon Is Blue was denied the seal of approval by the film industry’s 
Production Code Administration and attracted the criticism of the National 
Legion of Decency because of its usage of terms like virgin and mistress; 
meanwhile, its explicit mockery of womanizers was far from being ironically 
read.*4 

It is not surprising, then, that the pivotal scene of Pull My Daisy coincides 
with the moment in which the position of the religious and _ societal 
establishments toward the body and sexuality is most strongly questioned.°° In 
this scene, Orlovsky, Corso, and Ginsberg surround a clergyman who was 
invited to their friend’s house with questions on the holy nature of the most 
common and apparently quotidian aspects of human life, of which the body 
appears as the most troubling. The doubts raised by the Beats are followed by a 
jazz jam session, performed by the writers themselves, with music played by 
Amram’s group. 

The presence of improvised jazz music in this specific climax of the film was 
far from being a purely aesthetic choice. The sexual connotations that informed 
the origins and history of jazz were undoubtedly a clear element of reference, but 
the “corporeality” of jazz°° was not stereotypically simplified as pure hedonistic 
libertinism. Rather, the music represented a reappropriation of the body beyond 


the guilt-informed structures that hypocritically treated sexuality as an 
unspeakable taboo, particularly outside of procreational purposes. The 
reassertion of the pleasure of the body, in all its manifestations, was iconicized 
on screen by the spontaneous movements of the Beats through the house of the 
character Milo (played by artist and saxophonist Larry Rivers) during the jam 
session. The poets and writers embrace their instruments, leaving the sofa and 
the table where the bishop (played by Richard Bellamy) is sitting to stand up and 
pursue their improvised rhythms with their whole bodies. They abandon the 
hierarchical, rigid establishment represented by the clergyman for the freer space 
of an extemporaneous jam session, a collective improvisational moment where 
power is equally distributed?’ and the dialogical structure of the solos invites a 
liberated and mutual exchange. In addition, the compositional freedom of in-the- 
moment creativity symbolizes a more spontaneous embodiment of identity, an 
artistic self challenging the strict requirements of external hegemonic structures 
by means of the ineffable, ever-changing nature of its performance.*® 

The research that Frank and the other Beats were doing was focused on bodily 
restriction as one of the primary manifestations of the price paid by the 
compulsory negotiation with marginalizing societal rules. However, the same 
body, if liberated, could be one of the primary sites for the spontaneous 
manifestation of personal identities. Thus, the acting in Pull My Daisy was kept 
as improvised as possible throughout the movie, even though it had started, like 
a bebop solo, from written indications.*? The corporeal freedom represented by 
the bishop-confrontation scene, the liberation of the body by means of 
spontaneous creation and its relationship with improvisatory jazz practices, is 
one of the key themes running throughout the movie, and free-flowing acting 
would have been the best way to allow a truthful expression of both the Beats’ 
liberated selves and their discourses over the holiness of the body. At the same 
time, improvisation intertwined their advocacy of a more elastic conception of 
identitarian expressions through the body with the spontaneous ad-libbed 
soundtrack. Finally, these multifarious levels of improvisation would have 
allowed, as in a bebop jam session, the co-presence of an emancipated 
communal identity—that of the whole group, as well as a series of individual 
selves—similar to those of jazz soloists alternating their improvisations.*° 


SHADOWS: “THE FILM YOU HAVE JUST SEEN WAS AN 
IMPROVISATION” 


Even though the formal conclusion of the first version of Shadows dates to two 
years earlier than Pull My Daisy, the way in which improvisation developed 
through the movie demonstrates a series of similarities to its Beat counterpart, 
and the two movies have often been paired in critical reception since their 
premiere d deux at the Cinema 16 film society in New York City.*! As in Pull 
My Daisy, improvised jazz is a key feature of the Shadows soundtrack and its 
plot.** The film follows the vicissitudes of an artistic African American group of 
siblings: Lelia (Lelia Goldoni) is a visual artist, while the two brothers, Ben (Ben 
Carruthers) and Hugh (Hugh Hurd), are both jazz musicians, facing the 
instability of their profession and the compromises a jazz musician is asked to 
accept while dealing with the musical market. 

Charles Mingus was originally asked to score the film, and he opted for a 
series of written arrangements, in spite of Cassavetes insisting on fully 
improvised music. The score took so long to complete that Cassavetes decided to 
use a few minutes of Mingus’s jazz* and leave the rest of the accompaniment in 
the hands of his sideman on alto saxophone, Shafi Hadi.*+ When asked about the 
soundtrack, the bassist pointed out that writing a score is an extremely long 
process, and the time was not sufficient. According to Jimmy Knepper, “they 
wanted to record all the music in one date. But we took so long over this one 
tune that it never did get finished.”*° 

As Albert Johnson pointed out, “miscegenation was still the béte noire of 
American cinema” well into the early 1960s.*° Hollywood films had largely 
buried the roots and effects of American racial and gender conflict, as well as the 
rapid changes taking place in the country’s sexual mores and conceptions of the 
body, under a mask of acceptable respectability. The real Lelia Goldoni could 
pass as white and, as the feature film starts, her character is at the beginning of a 
racially mixed romantic relationship, which is doomed to fall apart. The 
evolution of her character is expressed throughout the movie by means of Hadi’s 
improvised interludes. At the same time, the music mirrors her character’s 
personal identity as a woman, her position within African American culture, and 
her stance toward her brothers’ profession. Jazz, and specifically bebop 
improvisation, is once again linked with identity and with the position of the 
body in its formation and expression, on both an individual and communitarian 
level.*” 

If we think of the racial context in which bebop developed, the choice made 
by Cassavetes—that of following an improvised pattern, as with Prokofiev’s 
Peter and the Wolf, to identify the two characters on screen—seems the most 
appropriate. Whenever Ben and Lelia appear in the city, the soundscape 


surrounding them mixes the noises of New York City with improvised sax, 
almost as a musical vocalization of their selves; the improvised soundtrack 
“shadows” the complex racial tensions lived by Ben and Lelia, who can both 
“look” white. The ambivalence of these characters’ status within American 
society in the 1950s, where they can only avoid discrimination at the price of 
hiding their ethnicity behind their light complexions, is represented through 
improvised crescendos of alto sax and drums that portray the apex of their crisis. 
This music recurs when Ben slaps a black woman who is flirting with him at a 
party,“® as well as when Lelia runs away with Tom, her white suitor, in Central 
Park.*? Later, the possibility of breaking the societal boundaries on race 
contrasts sharply with what Lelia experiences in her romance with Tom, who 
leaves her in shock after discovering her African American origins. When the 
two first met, an improvised sax solo characterized the whole sequence; the 
scene of the breakup is filled by a deafening silence.” 

The temples of bebop, from Minton’s to Monroe’s, from the Three Deuces to 
the Downbeat, were distinguished by the presence of racially mixed audiences 
and thus became favorable environments for challenging the taboo of mixed 
couples that so strongly infused American society at the time.°! Even just 
outside the jazz clubs on 52nd Street, “couples walking on the sidewalk— 
especially interracial couples, common in this area—were warned to keep 
moving.”°* However, the bandstand itself, in spite of the prevalence of African- 
American players, was not racially biased. If white musicians showed 
knowledge of the relevant “riffs,” as in the case of Johnny Carisi, an Italian 
American jazz musician who played at Minton’s with Gillespie and knew all of 
Thelonious Monk’s tunes, they could sit in, jam, and be part of the official gigs, 
at least in the North.°° Bebop was therefore an arena where breaking the rules of 
segregation and discrimination was possible in a communal hothouse 
atmosphere that welcomed hybridity.°* 

The matrix of improvisational acting that Cassavetes asked from his cast was 
aimed at revealing characters who, in spite of their fictional nature, could be 
developed around his actors’ own selves. Cassavetes wanted their acting to be 
like a bebop jazz solo, a highly personal and confessional performance that bore 
within its texture strong traces of the improvisor’s background.°° At first sight, 
the director’s reliance on the personal stories of the actors could be seen as an 
epigonal version of the New Actor’s studio techniques. Possibly anticipating this 
objection, Cassavetes pointed out how, in his view, Strasberg’s Method ran the 
risk of turning the character’s emotions into an egotistical and excessively 
introverted core that, in spite of its depth, was not fruitful when put in interaction 


with the other characters.°° From Cassavetes’s perspective, on the contrary, the 
key to the character’s credibility was especially visible during the improvised 
interactions with the rest of the cast. These spontaneous sessions represented a 
phase as fundamental as that of real-life studying. 

A similar point could be made with regard to the importance of jam sessions 
and sit-in appearances in the evolution of a bebop musician’s style. Endless 
hours of solitary, almost obsessive practice were undoubtedly a keystone of the 
development of Parker, Miles, Mingus, and many others. However, the 
improvised interaction with the group within rehearsals and on the bandstand 
were the inescapable real challenge, the ritual that established, set after set, jam 
after jam, the virtuosity and identifiability of a jazz player, together with the 
capability to create successful dialogues with the group and with the audience.°’ 
Thus, in preparation for Shadows, Cassavetes, having himself discovered bebop 
on Fifty-Second Street with Sam Shaw, asked his actors to go to jazz clubs.°® 
Such real-life experiences with jazz concerts would have informed the 
improvisation of the jazz-based group scenes, such as the one in which Hugh 
Hurd’s character reacts against his friend and his manager in front of the 
humiliation of introducing “girlies” on stage.°” 

The training of Ben Carruthers followed the same pattern when he was asked 
to play a Bird-obsessed character; in the 1959 version he even shares with his 
sister a funny, invented anecdote about Parker.®° In real life Carruthers had 
always been interested in jazz drums, even though he had never learned to play. 
This personal flair for jazz formed the background for the development of his 
character, which passed through live jazz sets and, especially, improvised 
exchanges with his acting partners.°! The result of this spontaneous technique, 
which saw the group improvisatory moment as the key to assessing the 
credibility of the character played, was a series of sketches that informed the 
fragmentary nature of the whole movie. Like an improvised jam session, the 
complex structure of the result required active listeners and viewers. 

From a cinematographic perspective, therefore, viewers of the New American 
Cinema would become the exact opposite of the metaphor for the passivization 
of America within its power structures that Hollywood’s style had trained its 
public to embody. Shadows and Pull My Daisy demanded a heightened form of 
participation from the public, which in tum trained a more critical 
cinematographic eye. Such audiences would have been less easily distracted by 
the hegemonic stereotypes filling mainstream productions. The improvisational 
processes informing both films were helping to rework selves and foster 
intersubjectivity, not only among the actors, but also with and within the public. 


These films were confronting viewers with cinematographic contingencies that 
broke with both the aesthetic and the ideological structures they had 
unconsciously become used to. 

Ken Kelman, embracing the originality and freshness iconized by the New 
American Cinema as the fulfillment of a revolution, described the position of the 
audience in the star system machine: “The spectator is reduced to a voyeur— 
which is, increasingly, the individual’s role in our society. Old American 
Cinema is doped, hooked and preconditioned by all the oughts and noughts of 
our society.”°* At the opposite end of the pole, the spontaneous nature of 
Shadows and Pull My Daisy offered a possibility of a new form of cinema that 
encouraged a more direct relationship between the artists and their audience, 
while expressing the clash between the Americans’ individual selves and the 
contradictory normative system in which they were living. This may be one of 
the reasons that both films had a hard time finding distributors in the aftermath 
of their initial double screening. 

In spite of Hollywood’s ostracism, however, audience support helped 
maintain the interest in these avant-gardist productions through the years. The 
way in which the two movies survived was similar to the way they had started: 
through the initial support of a curious public. The production of Shadows was 
enabled by thousands of small donations sent to Jean Shepherd’s radio program 
Night People, after Cassavetes had explained his project live and pointed out 
that the only obstacle to its realization was of a monetary nature. For Pull My 
Daisy, Walter Gutman—a painter and market analyst—invested $1,500, which 
together with Frank and Leslie’s budget allowed the realization of their film. 
The “always honest, spontaneous, confessional”®’ improvisation — that 
distinguished these filmic stories reached future audiences far beyond those of so 
many stereotypical Hollywood productions burdened by the predictability of 
their normativity. 
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CHAPTER 17 


BRILLIANT CORNERS 
Improvisation and Practices of Freedom in 
Sent for You Yesterday 


WALTON MUYUMBA 


In Fatheralong (1994) John Edgar Wideman asks, “How can [African 
Americans] talk about ourselves without falling into the trap of race, without 
perpetuating the terms of a debate we can’t win because the terms of the debate 
already contain an understanding, a presumption of winner and loser?” The 
understanding, Wideman argues, is that African-descended people (their 
histories, their gene pools, their skin-colors) are the losers. The reality, he 
theorizes, is that American racial constructs author narratives that reduce African 
American culture’s complexity. American racial thinking “preempts [African 
Americans’ rights] to situate our story where we choose. It casts [black people] 
as minor characters in somebody else’s self-elevating melodrama.”! Though the 
essays in Fatheralong are about “fathers, color, roots, time, language,” not about 
race, Wideman’s examination of the fathers and sons in his family suggests that 
the ravages of American racism and racial thinking have impeded close, 
beneficial relationships among them. 

Wideman’s interrogation of the detrimental effects of racial thinking is 
simultaneously an interrogation of African American masculinity, beginning in 
his own family. At the end of the collection, writing to his imprisoned son, Jake 
Wideman, the author claims that “the powers and principalities that originally 
restricted [African Americans’ ] access to the life free people naturally enjoy still 
rise like a shadow, a wall between my grandfathers and myself, my father and 
me, between the two of us, father and son, son and father.” 

Wideman’s stories, novels, and memoirs often confront these yoked 
complexities—racial thinking and  masculinity—through black male 
artist/intellectual protagonists.> As much as Wideman’s artist/intellectuals are 


committed to Pittsburgh’s or Philadelphia’s black communities, they are often 
equally alienated from those communities. “Black artist/intellectual alienation” 
is one of Wideman’s staple tropes: artist/intellectuals who leave black 
communities for university educations or artistic freedoms, returning to their 
communities as enlightened skeptics with modem concepts for “saving” black 
folk from themselves or outside forces, are often met with even more powerful 
forms of skepticism or rejection from the black families and neighbors they 
attempt to re-engage. As they tell their stories, Wideman’s lead characters 
counter their feelings of alienation by developing narrative strategies that 
recreate congruent relationships with their former communities. At the same 
time, these characters’ narrative practices delineate routes away from essentialist 
conceptions of blackness, away from debates about winners and losers, while 
developing self-actualized conceptions of masculinity.* 

Wideman brings these manifold concerns together in his novel, Sent for You 
Yesterday [Sent] (1983). Paying specific attention to the author’s narratological 
aesthetics, I will chart how Wideman’s narrator, Doot, builds his narrative by 
displaying his process of paying literary and musical dues, learning to 1) 
integrate his voice with family voices and blues idiom traditions, and then 
interpolate his voice into Homewood’s history; 2) collaborate with polished 
blues idiom practitioners in order to develop his improvisational style; and 3) 
improvise corporeally in the liminal spaces between past and present, speech and 
silence, the musical and the literary, and familial/personal histories and his own 
self-made identity. Like a Thelonious Monk riff, Doot narrates triply, cornering 
himself brilliantly in order to perform his own self-realized form of black 
masculinity. In the following pages, I argue that Wideman, rather than 
essentializing or reifying status quo conceptions of blackness and masculinity, 
offers through Doot a model of a blues idiom literary mind improvising within 
the liminal spaces of various identities, voices, and narratives. 

Elsewhere I have examined works by Ralph Ellison, James Baldwin, and 
Amiri Baraka, analyzing especially their artistic and critical theorizations of 
improvisation and black masculinity. These major works tell stories about black 
male protagonists negotiating the challenging psychological terrain comprising 
American history and society, African American experience, and personally 
developed, self-identifying narratives.° The main tool in these negotiations is 
blues idiom improvisation. Leaning on Albert Murray’s conception of the blues 
idiom—the African American experiential and cultural mine from which black 
aesthetics emerge, the ritual and performance practices utilized for expressing 
the human condition—I argue that when Ellison, Baldwin, and Baraka imagine 


or critique black masculinity, they use jazz musicians and jazz performance as 
referents in order to articulate how “improvisation is a useful name for the 
process of self-identification” and a great name for black literary/critical 
experimentation.® 

In the African American context, Murray suggests, the practices that 
constitute blues idiom tradition—the enduring, workable forms and modes in 
dance, musical, visual, oral and literary arts—have “survived from situation to 
situation, from generation to generation” because participants have improvised 
new and improved ways of expressing their human conditions within a racist 
social arrangement and without sundering the tradition itself.’ While Murray 
claims his theory as universal, he acknowledges that blues idiom styles are often 
localized by block, neighborhood, city, or region. Placing Wideman in 
conversation with the writers above, reading him as a member of this literary- 
musical discourse, allows us to interrogate the relationship between the 
Homewood idiom and Wideman’s aesthetics and intellectual claims.® 

Doot’s recollections of Homewood (one of Pittsburgh’s African American 
communities) and Cassina Way (the Homewood block where his grandparents 
once lived) initiate his musings on alienation, improvisation, and black 
masculinity. Doot explains that white Pittsburgh, though never breaching it, had 
“enclosed or surrounded or exiled” Homewood, turning its houses into “life 
teeming” islands. Homewood is prison and sanctuary both, a community that 
alienates, traps, and saves.” Doot’s sense of Homewood also marks the 
paradoxes of African-American artistic and intellectual work: educated and 
writing successfully outside of Homewood, in order to re-enter the neighborhood 
Doot must re-learn Homewood’s idiomatic cultural practices, negotiating narrow 
narrative gangways and avoiding its alienating and entrapping forces. 

The densely layered narrative of the novel’s first section, “The Return of 
Albert Wilkes,” details Doot’s conjoining of Homewood mythology with his 
family history and his own identity. One day in 1946, when the narrator was five 
years old, Brother Tate, Homewood’s ubiquitous albino, stopped talking. A 
blues idiom pianist, Brother seemed only to express himself in musical scat, 
singing in bleets, bloops, rebops, bebops, and doots. By stories and memories, 
Doot is “linked to Brother Tate” (17); “Doot,” the narrator explains, “was what 
[Brother Tate] christened me, tickling a riff with his hard blunt fingers on my 
ribs. His smell was wine, tobacco, limburger cheese of my grandfather’s flannel 
shirts” (16). 

The narrator’s impetus for storytelling is to understand Brother Tate’s silence, 
but remembering Brother also means telling stories about John French, his 


maternal grandfather. Since Brother’s improvised naming initiates Doot’s 
“Brother stories,” Doot’s narrative is about tracing his sanguine and aesthetic 
genealogies for the elements of his identity. However, before Doot can riff on 
French and selfhood, he must also tell stories about a host of forebears: Albert 
Wilkes (a virtuoso blues idiom pianist and John French’s best friend), his 
grandmother, Freeda, and Uncle Carl and Lucy Tate’s love story (Brother’s best 
friend and sister, respectively) in order to explain anything about Brother or John 
French. 

I’m not arguing that Wideman’s novel is improvised; actually, it is a product 
of several years of refining, revision, and renaming.‘? However, Wideman has 
hung the novel’s flesh on a blues lyrical skeleton—as we shall see, modeling the 
novel’s formal arrangement on the Count Basie Orchestra recording of “Sent for 
You Yesterday” and creating compositional space for his narrator to improvise 
within. A jazz performer’s best solos are narratives that emerge from outside her 
physical body (the group discourse, jazz history, the audience response) and 
from personal experience at once.!! 

For Doot to improvise narrative or his identity in this jam session of voices, he 
must “pay dues,” learning Homewood’s styles and theories of improvisation and 
personalizing them in his voice with feeling.'* In “The Return of Albert 
Wilkes,” Doot begins paying dues by learning how to interpolate himself into 
other consciousnesses and how to integrate blues idiom motifs into his 
burgeoning narrative aesthetic. By learning and retelling the stories of his elders, 
Doot’s improvisations are “not for their own sake but for the expression of 
something larger.”!° However, before he can express anything larger than the 
narrative itself, Doot must first learn to converse with other storytellers. The 
novel’s second section, “The Courting of Lucy Tate,” is a collaborative trio 
performance: Doot participates conversationally, aware that his questions and 
asides help Carl and Lucy shape their stories about Brother Tate. Collaboration 
trains Doot how to borrow elements of his partners’ styles, nesting in 
storyteller’s flow in order to “say something” vital through the music. When jazz 
musicians describe their musical conversations, their collaborative practices, 
they note that it involves “interaction, tension between self-expression and group 
process” with “key points of change; and heightened awareness of other’s 
process.”!4 The trio collaboration suggests that improvisation is not simply a 
way of producing music; it is “a particular artistic way of going through life.” 
Doot immerses himself into Homewood’s “world of musical imagination [and] 
the music’s language,” performing with improvising storytellers who have lived 
Homewood’s history and experienced the music intimately.!° The narrative is 


performed as a series of shifts between collective trio exchanges and individual 
silent, internal narration. 

Doot’s collaborative improvising strengthens his ability to give literary sound 
to Wilkes’s and Brother’s silent musical legacies. Wilkes and Brother are ghosts 
in the novel’s composition—the mythic itinerant blues man and the mythic 
albino scatting improviser. While both are “ancestral spirits, representatives of 
[Homewood’s] traumatic past,” Brother, the novel’s mute center, is linked “to 
everyone in the novel, past, present and future.”'© Doot remembers the two 
pianists “partly because [he] was there in [his] grandmother’s house, partly 
because [he’s] heard the stories of Cassina Way a hundred times” (116). And the 
stories are ultimately about two African American men subdued by other 
people’s racial thinking, savaged by the constraining definitions of blackness 
and masculinity framing them. But, on this topic, both the narrator and the 
author are themselves silent, refusing to stamp the text with analytical 
commentary that might offer leads to resolving racial thinking’s conflagrations. 

Once Doot has realized the arc of his blues idiom training, he’s released to 
“Dionysian revelry.”!” Embodying his improvisations and dancing within 
Homewood’s musical/historical network improvisationally, Doot is finally 
liberated to say something about black communities, black masculinity, and his 
own identity. However, Doot’s liberation dance is not an end itself. As dance 
critic Danielle Goldman suggests, improvisation generally, and improvised 
dance specifically, illustrate that freedom is not “a desired endpoint devoid of 
constraint.”!® Rather, we ought to consider Doot’s improvisational dancing as a 
practice of freedom—an ever-evolving practice that addresses the shifting 
constraints that emerge when various forms of freedom are achieved. 

The Count Basie Orchestra-Jimmy Rushing recording of “Sent for You 
Yesterday” (1938) is an example of swing par excellence. The recording is the 
perfect amalgam of country blues themes and the urban dance music developed 
by territory bands in the Midwest and Southwest during the 1920s and 1930s. 
Rushing’s pastoral lyricism and his theme of love and betrayal (the kernels of 
blues singing) plays soft against the Basie Orchestra’s sophisticated syncopation. 

Built on Basie’s descending stride chords and framed by the rhythm section, 
the opening vamp prompts the orchestra’s brass section to blow a cascading 
response. This call and response is replicated in the second phase of the song 
when the orchestra states the melodic theme for four bars and the tenor sax 
soloist improvises four bars in response to that theme. They alternate statements 
four times before Basie reenters the conversation, answering the tenor’s 
improvised statement. But he’s answered not by the tenor, but by the orchestra’s 


guttural wha-whas; the pianist and orchestra begin trading fours. The tenor 
returns by picking up on Basie’s reshaped statement to converse once more with 
the orchestra who is now talking back, in staccatoed chant-like retorts. After 
trading fours, the orchestra re-collects, restating the descending cascade of the 
opening vamp. 

In the song’s third section Rushing enters the exchange singing the lyrics to 
the melody, the rhythm section “comping” behind him: 


Don’t the moon look lonesome shinin’ through the trees, 
Don’t the moon look lonesome shinin’ through the trees. 
Don’t your house look lonesome when your baby pack up to leave. 


Sent for you yesterday and here you come today, 
Sent for you yesterday and here you come today. 


You can’t love me baby and treat me that way.!? 


After each line of the first verse, the trumpet player responds to Rushing’s 
questions with upper register licks of affirmation and support. In the second 
verse, Rushing trades statements with the saxophone section, their dulcet tones 
encouraging Rushing to rebuff his pain. Though Rushing is singing in the first 
person, the instrumentalists draw him into the performance community. 

A trumpeted reveille announces the song’s final movement, the dance section. 
The “bugle call” releases the listener from Rushing’s narrative, creating a space 
of Dionysian revelry.*° There are dramatic, swinging exchanges in this last stage 
—the brass blowing the blues out and the reeds washing over the rhythm 
section’s urgent, eminently danceable beats and bass lines. In just under three 
minutes, Basie leads his musicians through several emotional states: tense 
anticipation, heartbreak, self-realization, and celebratory release from pain. In 
the end, returning to a revised vamp as the song’s exit, Basie’s composition 
cycles ritually. Eddie Durham’s arrangement generates a multi-vocal communal 
conversation. With the song’s ending silence, we realize that while Rushing’s 
lyrics mark a first person narrative, the blues singer and the community (of 
musicians) become articulate through mutual translation. 

Wideman introduces the quest for expression and clarity, articulation through 
mutual translation, into Sent’s narrative, integrating the “Sent for You 
Yesterday” arrangement into the novel’s formal design. The song is Doot’s main 
referent, providing the structural outline for his improvising and the material 
upon which he improvises. Sent has four parts, with the last presented in a four 
part sequence, like traded choruses. These sections mirror the recording’s 


structure—the vamp, anticipating the blues; the narration of heartbreak; self- 
realization through collaboration; and exuberant release from the blues: 


Vamp—“In Heaven with Brother Tate” 

A: “The Return of Albert Wilkes” 

A: “The Courting of Lucy Tate” 

B: “Brother (“1941”; “1946”; “1962”; “1970”)” 


The novel’s vamp, “In Heaven with Brother Tate,” announces the narrative’s 
motifs: loss and silence, trauma and haunting. Brother Tate speaks to an 
unnamed drinking buddy, describing a recent dark dream, “worse than a 
nightmare,” that keeps him “fraid to open [his] mouth for sixteen years” (11). On 
a train to nowhere, Brother stands in a doorless, windowless, cargo railcar 
crowded with riders knocking against each other in silence. Intermittently, that 
silence is shattered by sudden, life-ending screams: “you know they gone [cause] 
nothing left after a scream like that.” But it’s a dream in which nothing happens; 
Brother calls it a “shitty-tailed nothing kind of dream” (10). After the dream 
Brother decides to keep his mouth closed because he’s afraid he’ll be the next 
screamer. Only after his death, in heaven, is Brother able to articulate a modicum 
of his fears and grief. In the sections following, Doot searches the other 
narratives for the root of Brother’s dream. His search begins by generating 
multiple voices so that he can shift into—and others that can play around—his 
voice. 

The novel’s two “A” sections echo and extend stories about Albert Wilkes in 
order to create space for stories about Brother. More specifically, Wideman 
concentrates on relationships and the blues in the two “A” sections: John and 
Freeda French/Albert Wilkes and his white female lover in the first, Carl and 
Lucy/ Brother Tate and Samantha, subsequently. In each “A” section, one 
relationship is sustained or born as the other dies or is doomed to fail. The “B” 
section, focused specifically on Brother Tate, repeats several earlier stories 
across its four dated parts, offering a final explanation for Brother’s silence. At 
the work’s conclusion, Doot finds liberation by coming to terms with the 
meaning born from integrating voices, interpolating himself into past stories, and 
participating in collaborative group storytelling. 

Blues idiom improvisers like Doot are always searching for the new voices 
and nonverbal sounds of the blues. Doot reaches for the most deeply rooted 
Homewood sounds—moans, groans, hollers, shouts, train whistle imitations— 
and its silences.*! Ashraf Rushdy has argued that Wideman’s Homewood 
narratives are blues meditations on the “‘phylogenetic recapitulation ... of 


species experience,” and the ways in which that subjectivity is a manifold 
construction of interconnections within the community, the family, and the 
individual.”*? Thus, as Doot explains, he’s “in the weave voices” that tell the 
Brother stories (93). Driven to produce his own stories, Doot develops his voice 
by integrating/interpolating it improvisationally with those that have come 
before. 

Developing a specific voice is crucial to strong jazz performance. “Voice,” a 
contingent array of style, timbre, technique and performance, informs “the 
projection of the self distinguished for other voices/selves.”*° Yet, as Peter 
Hollerbach points out, “One’s voice does not sound in isolation, rather it 
interacts with other socially and historically situated voices; past performances 
enable present voices to mean.”** Wideman illustrates both a musical and 
literary concern for voice in Sent: Doot must assert his own voice musically and 
he must shift his voice (or point of view) literarily, in order to integrate others 
with it while making it distinguishable and meaningful. 

In the first “A” section of the novel, “The Return of Albert Wilkes,” Doot 
narrates a tale about Wilkes’s 1934 return to Homewood. Wilkes has been on the 
run for killing a Pittsburgh cop in a 1927 shootout. Word of his return spreads 
around Homewood and Freeda, fearing her husband endangered by his 
friendship with Wilkes, sends her son Carl and Brother Tate out to find John 
French and drag him home. Disrupting principles of narrative temporality, Doot 
relays this section in the present tense, making himself an omniscient narrator of 
past events and other characters’ past thoughts that preceded his birth and exceed 
his knowledge. Before describing past events, Doot often explains, “I was not 
born yet” (17). Though readers are trained to be wary of unreliable, first-person 
narration, we also desire such voices because they offer contingent experiential 
links, moments that mirror our epistemological or phenomenological beliefs or 
project our own conceptions of human consciousness. However, when Doot 
narrates paraleptically, these connections are violated. 

Doot’s caveat warns us that his narration will display “a competence [he] does 
not properly have; [the ability to narrate] what somebody else thought, or what 
happened when [he] was not present.”*? Whenever Doot proclaims in the first- 
person present or simple-past tense, “I am not born” or “I was not born yet,” his 
subsequent narration compensates for this logical failure with compelling 
fictions, such as seeing his grandmother sending Carl to find John French: 


I can see my grandmother shooing Carl out the door, the only door in the row house on Cassina way. I 
can hear it slam and echo in the emptiness of the cobblestone alley lined with identical wooden row 
houses from Dunfermline to Richland. The house on Cassina Way was still there when I was a 


teenager ... I hear the door slam behind Carl and echo up and down Cassina in the morning stillness. 
My grandmother cringes because she’s told him a thousand times not to run outdoors like a wild 
Indian, not to bust through doors like a hog out its pen, and each time he flies through the frame and 


the door swings slamming shut behind him one more nail is driven in her heart. (20-21)°° 


Although he knows the house and has his own long memory of the 
neighborhood, Doot can neither see his grandmother’s past shooing or cringing, 
nor hear the door’s past slamming echoing along the alleyway. And he cannot 
know what feelings those sounds might produce in his grandmother’s heart. 

Ruediger Heinze suggests that Sent is governed by a local paraleptic narration. 
That is, Doot’s first-person narratives are presented in a natural frame (they’re 
not impossible, illusory, and they don’t “stylistically flaunt their potential 
unreliability”), yet his “paraleptic insights cannot be explained or 


rationalized.”*’ Though Doot’s knowledge exceeds our phenomenological 
experience of human consciousness, the violation is acceptable because 
Wideman articulates a specific aesthetic claim in his epigraphic statement: “Past 
lives live in us, through us.” Heinze argues that this preamble aids readers’ 
willing suspensions of disbelief even though the author’s aesthetic ideal cannot 
be rationalized naturally. 

While “local paralepsis” provides a beneficial interpretive angle initially, 
Heinze’s reading doesn’t help explain how Wideman interlocks his aesthetic 
idealization of the historical past, living in or through our present 
physical/psychological selves, with his philo-political concerns about black male 
artist/intellectual identities. To understand Wideman’s yoking, we must read 
musically. Just as jazz musicians situate themselves in the tradition dialogically, 
Doot shifts narrative perspectives and temporally within Homewood’s 
“internally persuasive discourse” with the aim of developing “the ability to retell 
in his own words what has been told before.”78 

Accepting Doot as_ paraleptic participant-observer and _ interpolated, 
omniscient narrator means understanding that his mind and voice can bridge 
temporal and metaphysical distances. For example, when in Doot’s telling, Carl 
and Brother cannot find or lead John French home, Freeda goes out to retrieve 
him. As Doot imagines and then follows Freeda’s searching, he charts her 
critique of Homewood’s blues: 


The music was everywhere ... that low down, down home stuff had crawled inside her. Messed with 
the way she walked and talked and thought about things. As she searched for John French this morning 
the nasty music dared her not to listen ... The music was inside her own house now ... It was prowling 
inside her house now like something slinked in out Cassina Way. Shaking peaches from trees and 
moving on down the highway and lonesome train whistles blowing and hollering like a mountain jack 
and See, see rider, gal, See what you have done. Every time she lifted the lid and peered into the well 


of the Victrola the stack of records was higher ... In the streets, in her house, in the church. The music 
everywhere now, even in her head. (42-44) 


Like Ishmael Reed’s conception of blues idiom music, jes grew,” the blues is 
ambulatory, slithering into Freeda’s body and moving her. But Doot also slides 
through this scene jes grew-like, like a single quarter note poked melodically, 
comered brilliantly: he’s an arranger mixing linear (the search for John French) 
and cyclical (ruminating on blues idiom music) narrative threads; he’s an 
interpolated narrator walking alongside Freeda, highlighting her thoughts 
omnisciently; and he’s a character inventing the Homewood past lyrically. Doot 
becomes the blues music inside Freeda’s head. 

Freeda’s worried blues are also her lamentation about the en masse arrival of 
dark-skinned, “burr-headed,” countrified Negro Southerners in Homewood. 
Their blackness, played out through music, is licentious, profane, dangerous, 
consuming, and alluring. This is one of the first instances in the novel where the 
narrator notes another character’s racial thinking but doesn’t critique it. Instead, 
Freeda’s thought will sit like a silent shard of music until it returns later, 
hauntingly. 

Doot’s transformations from monophony into an ordered arrangement of 
voices happen in the silences of other characters’ consciousness. Musical sound 
is “principled (archic) (spatial) organization that constitutes a kind of nonverbal 
writing: transparent or instrumental, uninflected by the transformations of a 


buzz-growl extension, bending whistle, hummm—.”°° Fred Moten’s 
conceptualization suggests that we listen closely to how musicians use notes to 
frame silence, narrating silence’s meaning in the process. Moten is helpful for 
understanding Doot’s use of musical silence when he transforms himself, for 
instance, into the sound of John French, sitting in a bar (the “Bucket of Blood”) 
thinking about Wilkes’s return and his pianistic use of silence: 


Damn, boy. Why’d you stay away so long? Why’d you have to go and lose it? Maybe he don’t even 
play no more. Maybe he’s back to say he quit. Maybe he forgot the way it used to be. The good old 
days when Albert be playing and Homewood hanging on every note. John French thinks about silence. 
Not the silence before things get started, not the stillness underneath things you can hear when you’re 
peaceful and the sky is spread out so you know you’re just one little lump, one little wrinkle like 
everybody else under the blanket of sky ... he thinks about the silence after things end. Albert will 
have something to say... he realizes how long he’s been waiting to speak to Albert. Not a word in 
seven years. You could be on one side of Homewood Avenue and your buddy on the other and the 
earth could split, could open up between you and the two sides of Homewood go blasting away in 
different directions ... That’s what happened sometimes when a song was over. When Albert stopped 
playing you could look down at your toes and see the black pit start to open. (68-69) 


French begins by asking questions of the still-absent Wilkes, as if in 


conversation with him. French’s questions become self-directed suppositions, 
attempted justification for Wilkes’s dangerous, rumored return to Homewood. 
Considering Albert’s Homewood sound, French falls into silence—a mental 
quietude, we are to imagine. Doot simultaneously organizes (and observes) this 
characterization of John French and his thoughts. 

When French realizes that Wilkes has been around Homewood and the Bucket 
of Blood for seven years like a haunting ghost, “like a tune you can start and 
hum some of but you can’t get the best part,” he leaves the bar determined to 
find Wilkes and close the silent gap. French’s awareness trajectory—question- 
supposition-silence-supposition-realization-transformation—has the signature 
quality of blues idiom musical problem solving: building up sonic tension, 
entering silence, and gaining “harmolodic”*! release into complex statement. 
Doot is the sound of French’s silence: compressing time, stepping outside time, 
he describes the silence French inhabits—when things end—momentarily, and 
Doot is “able to experience whatever there might be to hear or not hear.” 

Near the section’s end French and Wilkes finally meet again; sharing a bottle 
of wine, they joust verbally, playfully, strategizing how Wilkes will maintain 
invisibility in Pittsburgh. After seven years, both men have changed, but 
Wilkes’s primary realization is that French is now a committed “family man.” 
This is another instance where Wideman draws our attention to a larger concern, 
a definition of masculinity in this case, but refuses to interject an analysis or 
support of this ideal, “the family man.” Rather, we must mark to ourselves that 
Wilkes’s heterosexual masculinity, his desire to take a white female lover, is his 
instigating “crime.” Challenged by a white police officer about his interracial 
love affair, Wilkes engages in a shootout, killing the cop and subsequently 
fleeing Pittsburgh. Wilkes’s return to Homewood inspires someone to remind 
the police of his offences. His seeming invisibility isn’t enough; the police find 
him at the Tates’ house, killing him as he’s improvising blues melodies for 
Lucy, Brother, and Mrs. Tate. 

Once he’s entered other characters’ consciousnesses, Doot integrates their 
voices, orchestrating them through his own sound, in order to evoke the 
characters’ time-crossing, sentient interconnections. On one hand, as Mikhail 
Bakhtin suggests, this is how novels act: “The novel can be defined as a 
diversity of social speech types (sometimes even diversity of languages) and a 
diversity of individual voices, artistically organized.”?? On the other hand, 
thinking through jazz, as the narrator is improvising the past into the present, 
telling the story in his own words, he’s doing it as a voice that is half his and half 
someone else’s.** Doot creates the sound of John French’s thinking mind, his 


interior voice, and then interpolates his own voice to contextualize the thought 
process: “John French thinks about silence ... the silence after things end.” 

We might understand the narrator’s action like this: a musician may begin by 
adopting a “personalized contemporary improvisation” using recognizable 
progressions “but fashion them in relation to the harmonic structure of the 
blues.” As that melodic line evolves in performance, Paul Berliner writes, “the 
improviser may quote from a Louis Armstrong solo,” thereby invoking 
Satchmo’s genius while acknowledging the “values of New Orleans jazz.”°° 
That musical quotation can then become a way of addressing more recent 
musical concepts by doubling the rhythm and “improvising extended 
asymmetrical phrases that embody the conventions of the bebop period.”°° 
Berliner’s explanation of powerful improvising offers a strong model for 
thinking about the improvised storytelling happening in Sent: Doot begins with a 
riff on his naming. As he builds toward realizing his name, he develops 
musical/historical context, interpolating his voice into the idiomatic tradition and 
integrating his sound with the voices in that tradition, quoting them as a way of 
reconstructing them. 

For instance, as “The Return of Albert Wilkes” closes, John French (home 
finally and knowing nothing yet of Wilkes demise) must decide whether he will 
defy his wife’s plea for him to stay home or if he will leave with Wilkes when he 
comes calling. In the silent moment of decision, Doot interpolates himself again, 
in order to illustrate his grandfather’s thinking. Recalling the day’s beautiful, 
elaborate sunset, Doot’s sound now evokes both French’s thinking and Wilkes’s 
idiomatic piano style: 

The sky colors are like bits of music. He can remember the oranges, the reds, the purples. They flash 

back to him, he can see them, but he can’t put them together the way Albert puts together the chords, 

the phrases, the bits and pieces into a whole song. He remembers how good it looked, how it 


swallowed him and filled him and just about took his breath away but he can’t picture the whole thing, 
the stretch from the earth to the stars, from right to left along the horizon. (86) 


When French realizes that he can reconstruct Wilkes’s sound through memory 
and inspired vision, he promises Freeda that he will not leave. Even though he 
cannot produce the “whole song” or “picture the whole thing,” Doot’s narration, 
emulating Wilkes’s lyrical elegance (his stride-like ability to stretch “right to 
left” along the keyboard), suggests that he’s fully competent at 
integrating/interpolating the tradition. Improvising within the performance 
context, Doot’s narrative is half his invention, half the tradition’s creation. 
Narrating John French’s thinking, Doot moves from questioning and supposition 
through silence to realization; narrating Freeda’s wary observation of the blues, 


Doot moves from resistance to acknowledgement to mindful, bodily possession. 
These are preparatory moves for Doot’s own self-realizing process—from 
alienation to immersion to collaboration and embodiment. All three processes 
stage a unifying form, one also embedded in Berliner’s description of quotation 
in improvisation: tension and release. 

For jazz and classical composers, Gabriel Solis writes, “The phrase unity in 
form glosses the idea that musicians have created experiences of tension and 
release, expectation and its resolution, that are satisfying, to themselves and 
audiences.”°’ As the first verse of the blues statement, Doot’s narration of 
Wilkes’s return satisfies because it offers historical and traditional context. 
Doot’s ability to act as character, observe his own characters, and generate 
voices suggests that he’s able to create from within the Homewood idiom. As I 
will demonstrate, Doot’s collaboration with Carl and Lucy in the second “A” 
section helps draw our attention to the subtext of all the searching in the first 
section. 

In “The Courting of Lucy Tate,” Wilkes’s body, as his music once did, 
connects characters to each other. Lucy and Carl’s love story begins when the 
two thirteen-year-olds have sex for the first time, their intimacy sparked when 
she shows him a piece of Wilkes’s bone fragment, found after the police raid. 
Wideman performs a strange narrative juggling here: Wilkes, who could have 
disrupted the French family, upends the Tates’ lives, and yet he still draws Carl 
and Lucy together. This is significant because Wilkes’s legacy—the music, the 
problems surrounding black masculinity, and his traumatic ending—becomes 
Carl, Lucy, and Brother’s to extend. 

Shifting from integration/interpolation, Doot further develops his voice in the 
second “A” section, using the Homewood catalog of licks, riffs, and narratives 
while narrating in collaboration with Carl and Lucy. The three perform as a trio, 
listening to and conversing directly with each other as they sit together in 
another Homewood bar, the Velvet Slipper. Participating as interlocutor 
(questioning Lucy and Carl about Brother, Wilkes, and Homewood), imaginative 
narrator (a first-person presence still interpolating himself into other 
consciousnesses), and Homewood idiom improviser (detailing street names, 
neighborly and familial relations, and traditional music), Doot draws out Lucy 
and Carl’s oral voices, but he also gains access to their internal voices. As Lucy 
and Carl tell their “Brother stories,’ Doot note his presence in them as “a 
thought, an idea, a way things might be seen and be said” (93). Hearing about 
Brother Tate’s first public piano performance triggers his realization. 

Attempting to relay this scene as an omniscient narrator, Doot’s telling is 
taken over by Carl in mid-thought: “Brother was three times seven the first night 


he played the piano at the Elks Club.” Doot interrupts Carl’s narration, 
explaining to the reader, “Uncle Carl said it surprised hell out of him. Scared 
him too. The three of them, Lucy, Brother and Carl, were out that night.” 
Brother’s playing surprised his audience because he ably referenced Wilkes’s 
style and sound. Without typographical indicators of vocal shift, Carl 
repossesses the story for a long riff: 


Nineteen forty-one because the war had just begun ... It was round about midnight and the band on a 
break ... One minute Brother right there across the table. Next minute he’s on the piano stool and the 
notes are like somebody coughing, clearing his throat and getting your attention at the same time 
because just about the moment you look up to see who made the noise it’s not noise anymore it’s 
somebody taking care of business ... Brother wasn’t supposed to know how to play ... Lucy 
understood and said ... Must have been Albert Wilkes taught you. And you hiding it all these years ... 
But Lucy knew better. Albert Wilkes dead seven years at least. And Brother wasn’t more than six or 
seven when Wilkes ran away. So what’s that make? (91) 


Though Brother’s sound carries Wilkes’s impression, in Carl’s story the music 
also has a “round about midnight,” Thelonious Monk quality. Wideman 
references Monk regularly across his novels, stories, and essays, considering 
specifically the pianist’s use of silence to frame notes or phrases.*° Carl’s 
Monkish riff suggests that, like Wilkes’s music—he played around “the silence 
between notes,” “tipping across it’—Brother makes music by framing silence 
(55). Brother’s musical silence explains simultaneously his traditional roots and 
his personal identity.°? Wideman’s name-check of Monk’s signature tune 
charges the reader’s sonic memories, offering a model for imagining the Wilkes- 
Tate style. As they sit in the Velvet Slipper’s public space, Carl, Lucy, and Doot 
are also finding themselves and asserting public identities collaboratively 
through Brother’s music. In fact, as Doot suggests, his narrative style may be a 
product of having heard Brother play early in his life: “One day in one of the 
stories I’m sure someone will tell me, I did hear Brother play” (93). 

Carl and Doot’s exchange is interactive; they “help” each other build the 
scene. In the midst of his extended solo, Carl integrates Lucy’s voice into his 
narration, challenging her idea about Brother’s musical education in the past and 
in the present telling. Interestingly, Carl corners himself as narrator of the scene, 
observer/participant of Brother’s play, and creator/improviser with integrating 
powers. As if modeling his own version of the Homewood narrative style for the 
still in-training Doot, Carl’s improvised narrative “identities are realized through 
[this] ongoing social interaction.”“° 

Walter Benjamin’s theorization that strong storytelling is an oral event, 
whether spoken or written, is useful here. “Experience which is passed from 
mouth to mouth,” Benjamin argues, “is the source from which all storytellers 


have drawn. And among those who have written down the tales, it is the great 
ones whose written version differs least from the speech of the many nameless 
storytellers.”*! This greatness emerges because the storyteller functions within a 
community of listeners; unlike the novelist, who “has isolated himself,” the 
storyteller is “the solitary individual.” Strong storytelling is communal and 
collaborative. “The Courting of Lucy Tate” articulates Benjamin’s description as 
the characters build Brother stories collaboratively. But Wideman overcomes 
Benjamin’s rejection of novelists by infusing Sent with the impulses of blues 
idiom storytelling: the predominant attention to narrative voice or point of view; 
the narrator functioning as a participant in a community of storytellers and 
listeners; oral qualities in the tradition of African American “talking books”; and 
the exchange of narratives “mouth to mouth.” 

For instance, when Carl comes to the moment in the story when he must talk 
about Junebug and Samantha, his narrative flow loses its intention and Lucy 
speaks the helping words, “Same year Junebug burnt up,” redirecting the story 
mouth to mouth, as it were. Lucy doesn’t pick up the storyline, retreating into 
silence instead. She listens as Carl grasps this guiding line, imagining that his 
story will open “like ... one of those tissue-paper and stick fans” (122). 
However, it’s Lucy’s silence that fans outward, holding our attention. We hear 
Lucy’s thinking through Junebug’s story, her attention especially given over to 
Samantha, Brother’s lover and Junebug’s mother. 

While Carl “gets busy telling the story his way,” Doot (as third person 
narrator) watches Lucy and details her consciousness working. Her Junebug 
story begins with Wilkes because 


when she thought of Junebug she thought of Brother when Brother was little. Albert Wilkes bathing 
them because Mrs. Tate too feeble and tired of smelling skunk so she trapped Wilkes at the piano and 
how’s he gon say no sitting up there in the Tates’ house like he owned it and owned the piano he was 
playing ... She thought about Junebug then thought of Brother then Albert Wilkes kneeling over the 
tub and his piano hands scrubbing her and then she’d see Samantha. To tell Junebug story you had to 
be Samantha. (126) 


Like Berliner’s model of strong improvisational quotation, Lucy states 
Wilkes’s name in order to state the roots of her narrative approach. Like Rahsaan 
Roland Kirk’s circular breathing, Lucy develops her story by nesting her voice 
within others and overlapping stories concentrically, “circle and circles and 
circles inside circles” (118).** Lucy’s voice creeps out of silence—“how he gon 
say no”—simultaneous to overlapping names, building a concentric contingency. 
But Lucy’s perspective doesn’t dominate. Instead, Doot narrates concentrically, 
pushing past the edge of Lucy’s consciousness, taking the idea that “you had to 


be Samantha” seriously and playing Junebug’s story through Samantha’s voice. 

Samantha’s narrative offers another instance where ideas about racial thinking 
emerge. Unlike the fair-skinned Freeda French (whose “whiteness” is in her face 
and is disdainful of blues-black southerners), dark-skinned Samantha “slept only 
with the blackest men” because she wanted to populate the Promised Land with 
the purest African children. When Samantha meets Brother, she sees his 
whiteness, which she hates, but also “the purest kind” of blackness in his 
features: “thick lips, the broad flaring wings of his nose. Hooded eyes with 
lashes clinging like blond ash” (131). Intrigued by the “whiteness which made 
him less nigger and more nigger at the same time,” Samantha takes Brother as a 
lover and they have a son, Junebug (17). 

Junebug is born albino, arriving with a caul—the sign of second sightedness; 
as the midwife exclaims, Junebug’s “got the sign ... Watch him real good” 
(137). But over his five-year life vigilance isn’t enough for Samantha to protect 
Junebug from his siblings, who, scared of his blanched skin, beat Junebug 
regularly, mercilessly, and, maybe, kill him. When Samantha explains Junebug’s 
death to Brother, she tells two stories, as if her son has granted her second-sight. 
In one scene (“the facts,” as she calls them), Junebug plays with kerosene and 
then falls accidentally into a flaming barbecue pit, burning to death. In the other 
story, her dream of Junebug’s death, Samantha says, “He’s telling me his side of 
the story so I have to listen and I’m inside. I get caught and I’m him while he 
sings it” (141). Nesting inside Junebug’s consciousness, seeing the world from 
his perspective, Samantha feels her dark-skinned children douse Junebug with 
kerosene and fight him into the fire. Though Samantha calls this a dream, 
readers ought to read this moment as an inversion of the novel’s earlier 
murderous scene: where Wilkes suffered at the hands of white police for 
breaching racialized sexual divisions, Junebug suffers for his albinism at the 
hands of his “pure African,” dark brown-skinned siblings. 

If the objective of Doot’s interpolating/integrating and collaboration is to say 
something more than the stories themselves, at this point in the novel that excess 
has been about these racialized, murderous traumas. And yet, neither the author 
nor his narrator has editorialized about the effects of those traumas. But this may 
be Wideman’s point: silence may explain more about the effects of racial 
thinking on individual identity than critical analysis. Interestingly, the most 
traumatized character in the work is the most silent, Brother Tate. 

Early in Sent, Doot explains, “Brother’s silence can be thought of as a kind of 
mourning for his lost son” (17). But his silence is more likely a response to both 
Junebug’s death and Wilkes’s killing. In “1941,” the first part of “Brother,” 
Brother has his initial train dream. He observes, but also becomes Wilkes: “he’s 


Albert Wilkes all right, and he’s caught somewhere in the middle. Maybe he is 
the window glass. Hot on one side. Cold on the other. Because he’s Brother, too” 
(162). The train moans “like somebody telling the same sad story over and over 
again in the same tired voice,” signaling another vision; Brother, himself again, 
remembers Wilkes’s last performance in the Tates’ house: 


Playing honky-tonk and gut bucket and low-down dirty blues. He’s playing righteous and deep in his 
song, but he is staring at Brother too. Trying to see something ... He plays his piano song sad as a train 
wheels when they standing still. He is beside Lucy and he is across the room, seated at the piano 
Strayhorn brought in Mr. Tate’s truck. Mrs. Tate rocks up and back in slow time to something in the 
music nobody else can hear. Her song in his song. Like Brother hears his. Like Lucy beside him rocks 
on one foot then the other hearing what she needs to hear. (161-62) 


Brother’s dream comes to him seven years after Wilkes’s death and two days 
before his first piano performance. He’s inside Wilkes’s music making, but the 
music is also Brother’s “window” to the moment “when he is dreaming. To the 
time when he will speak to a son. To the lives he would live and the lives he 
would be inside” (163). Wilkes’s music shapes Brother’s second-sightedness, 
but the visions reveal him as Wilkes’s confessor: Brother “ran ... up Tioga to 
Homewood and Frankstown and said to a white policeman” that Wilkes was 
back (163). Like Samantha’s Junebug dream, Brother doesn’t know if the dream 
is real or not. 

In “1946” Doot evokes Brother’s voice without interrupting omnisciently: “I 
take Carl [to Samantha’s house] one day. I stop beside Sam’s yard to tie my 
tennis shoe which ain’t untied. He knows why. He knows my son and knows what 
I’m saying” (167). However, after Brother tells his Junebug story, it’s Doot, as 
narrator, who explains that Brother “knows he should tell someone the train 
dream. The dream will return again and again if he doesn’t. He had tried to tell 
Junebug the dream but different words came out and the taste of soot clogged his 
mouth and it was too late to say anything more now ... he had said enough and 
wouldn’t say more” (172). When readers see Brother at his end in “1962,” he’s 
climbed a railroad trestle, remembering when he and Carl French would stand 
alongside the rails as trains approached to see who would flinch first (the scare 
game). Brother “smells death in the air” around Homewood and decides not to 
flinch or retreat when the next train rumbles through (177). The blues train 
overlaps these terrible deaths—Wilkes-Junebug-Brother—like a set of riffs 
referencing the opening vamp, “In Heaven with Brother Tate.” 

Returning to the text’s present tense, “1970” places us again in Lucy’s 
consciousness for a final chorus. Sparked by her memory of Wilkes’s “lazy and 
soft” sound, Lucy pulls the names back together again. Having left Carl and 
Doot at the Velvet Slipper, Lucy rests in the solitude of her own bathtub, 


bringing Samantha and Junebug, John and Freeda French, and Brother Tate back 
to life. Wilkes’s playing carries “everything [Lucy’s] ever heard, but everything 
is new and fresh because his music joined things, blended them so you follow 
one note and then it splits and shimmers and spills the thousand things it took to 
make the note whole, the silences within the note, the voices and songs” (189). 
When the men come home, the trio continues telling stories but Lucy feels the 
returning spirits “collapsing one time into another” and decides to release her 
sadness if favor of a story about the night “little Doot got up and tried his wings” 
(202). 

Lucy’s story about Doot dancing to “Sent for You Yesterday” finally situates 
the narrator within the layered contexts of Homewood and the Brother stories. 
Wilkes and Brother Tate appear before Doot and he imagines that their pianistic 
improvisations blend with “Jimmy Rushing ... Prez and Sweets and Jo Jo and 
Dicky, the whole shiny [Basie] band”; the music urges him to dance 
improvisationally. But it’s Smokey Robinson and the Miracles’ “Track of My 
Tears” that trickles from the living room radio, not Basie. Motown, though not 
jazz, blues, or rock, is still blues idiom, black music. Doot knows “how good it’s 
going to be so I start moving to the music ... I know Albert Wilkes will blow me 
away so I start loosening up, getting ready ... I’m reaching for [all the voices] 
and letting them go ... I’m on my feet. Learning to stand, to walk, learning to 
dance” (208). 

Denise Rodriguez suggests that Doot’s dancing fulfills the novel’s “tripart 
generational structure” and reveals “the sociopolitical fragmentation of 
Homewood, while simultaneously providing coherence through rhythmic pattern 
and structure.”4° Doot’s dancing “articulates a renewed connection to and 
engagement with the community.”“* Doot’s performance in the text displays the 
meaningful connections between art and society in which the Homewood 
environment develops its own _ idiomatic expressive styles and _ the 
artist/intellectual’s practicing those modes communicates his commitment to the 
neighborhood. However, the embodied improvisation of dance doesn’t free Doot 
from the trauma he’s inherited from Wilkes and Brother. 

Wideman explains that Doot is “learning to dance to music that is not totally 
explicable in natural terms. That is, the music is magical.”*° Rooted outside of 
individuals, Homewood’s musical tradition is “the pulse, the rhythm, the force, 
the expression” of the whole neighborhood’s experience. The author suggests 
that the novel is about creating a useful past, one that will sustain Doot’s identity 
and ignite future possibilities for both the character (and the author).*° Doot is 
learning to “dance in this medium.”*” Moving among the various voices and 


inside the nodal spaces of the concentric stories, Doot’s medium is the tight, 
silent, liminal space. 

Danielle Goldman argues that the most potent factor of improvised dance is 
how artists continually illustrate that freedom is not an end in itself. African 
American experience has often been about escaping “one kind of confinement 
only to enter into or become aware of another set of strictures.” Awareness of 
these subtle trades “is vital to understanding the political power of 
improvisation.”*° Doot’s improvisational practice “demands an ongoing 
interaction with shifting tight places,” thus, his interpolating and drilling into 
other consciousnesses. Goldman explains, “Improvised dance literally involves 
giving shape to oneself and deciding how to move in relation to an unsteady 
landscape.”*? Doot has developed his temporally extended, physically embodied, 
interaction with the Homewood idiom and its practitioners, his explorations 
advancing the possibilities for improvising experientially.°° Hearing Lucy’s 
story of his first dance steps, Doot gains his situatedness: he has paid dues, 
immersing himself in Homewood’s idiom, performing collaboratively, and, now, 
embodying those idiomatic traits and dancing his “embodied self.” 

So Doot’s improvised dance doesn’t free him from the thousand silent 
experiences making the music whole; rather, the dance illustrates how he’s 
embodied and embedded those silences into his “practices of freedom.” Doot 
doesn’t offer answers for eliminating racial thinking or the complexities of black 
masculinity; instead his dancing illustrates, like a skilled improviser, an 
acquaintance with tight-places and constraint, the micro-modulations of identity 
that will help him escape essentializing racial and gender narratives. As Doot is 
grasping at voices and letting them go, he’s practicing a freedom that alters 
Homewood’s terrain, its tight places, its arks and islands, creating new spaces to 
inhabit and dance within. 

Goldman’s conception of practices of freedom, extrapolated from Michel 
Foucault’s late interviews, suggests that for Doot, improvisation is not only a 
survival tactic; it is the means by which Doot has assimilated both the 
Homewood idiom and its history, improvising stories for overcoming his 
alienation, re-entering Homewood, and achieving a useful selfhood.°?! As Traci 
Church Guzzio suggests, Doot “addresses the suffering of the community and 
the self by recounting family stories of survival” and in the process makes 
himself into a blues idiom hero or, better, an improvising griot.°7 
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Goldman, I Want to Be Ready, 4. 

Goldman, I Want to Be Ready, 146. 

Vijay Iyer’s theories on temporality, cognition, and embodiment in African American music have 
influenced my thinking here. Iyer has argued that the temporal information we put into our sensory 
databanks also contains information about our bodies in motion. “Hence, cognitive structures emerge 
from the recurrent sensorimotor patterns that enable the perceiver to guide his or her actions in the 
local situation; the emergent, learned neural connections between the senses and the motor system 
form the basis for cognition.” Vijay Iyer, “Embodied Mind, Situated Cognition, and Expressive 
Microtiming in African-American Music,” Music Perception 19, no. 3 (2004): 389. See also Vijay 
Iyer, “On Improvisation, Temporality, and Embodied Experience,” Sound Unbound: Sampling Digital 
Music and Culture, ed. Paul D. Miller, 273-92 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2008). 

Aaron Berkowitz has suggested that learning to improvise includes periods of incubation (when one 
dwells on a musical tradition’s history and practices), internalization (when one’s style melds with the 
tradition by repeating and memorizing modeled structures), and assimilation (when the musician learns 
proficiency by practicing improvisation). Assimilation is most meaningful here: after learning basic 
progressions, riffs, and ways of handling “virtuoso fast passages,” performers in the jazz context have 
fallback ideas trained into their fingers for moments when a solo’s “explicit intention” has failed. 
Aaron Berkowitz, The Improvising Mind: Cognition and Creativity in the Musical Moment (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 84. 

Guzzio, All Stories Are True, 103. 
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CHAPTER 18 


IMPROVISATION IN CONTEMPORARY 
EXPERIMENTAL POETRY 


HAZEL SMITH 


WHEN I ask poets whether they improvise they generally say that they do. As the 
conversation develops, however, it usually becomes apparent that they are trying 
to grasp the role of the unconscious in their writing—their surrender from time 
to time to the uninterrupted flow of language and thought. This often occurs 
while writing in private, a process Roger Dean and I have previously called 
applied improvisation (Smith and Dean 1997). But contemporary poetry that 
declares itself as improvised in performance has been, and is still, relatively rare. 
Poets seldom refer to themselves as improvisers, and writing for the page 
remains paramount. The public poetry reading (which usually centers on the 
rendition of prewritten words on the page) continues to be central to the social 
ambience of poetry, rather than the poetry performance (which suggests more 
forcefully the possibility of improvisation). 

When it does occur poetic improvisation takes different forms from musical 
improvisation, and it is usually more mediated and provisional. It may, for 
example, consist largely of a real-time collage of prewritten texts and is often 
only one technique among a range that a poet uses. While Dean and I 
constructed the term pure improvisation to define real-time improvisation (Smith 
and Dean 1997), much poetic improvisation thrives on creative contamination. 

Our previous work on verbal improvisation emphasized the importance of 
improvisation for writers and analyzed the techniques of poet-improvisers from 
the 1950s to the 1990s (Smith and Dean 1997). In this essay I address evolutions 
in the field of poetic improvisation that have taken place since that work was 
published. I examine 21st-century improvised poetry in performance, address the 
developing role of the computer, and in particular draw attention to a relatively 
new form of poetic improvisation—algorithmic text generation—that employs 
the computer as co-improviser. 


The development of poetic improvised modes takes place amidst a broader 
social, political, and technological evolution. The rise of the information society 
and the ubiquity of the Internet, mobile phones, blogs, and social networking has 
produced a proliferation of different types of communication. These, from chat 
rooms to Internet “terrorist” chatter, have shifted our concept of talk, speech, and 
conversation, arguably pushing Walter Ong’s notion of secondary orality into a 
tertiary mode (Ong 1982). Furthermore, the computer has transformed the 
creative process, from word processing to the development of sophisticated 
computer platforms that enable algorithmic text generation. Relevant here is the 
work of N. Katherine Hayles, who proposes that information societies have 
produced a shift from the postmodern to the posthuman, and from a dialectic 
between presence and absence to one between pattern and randomness (Hayles 
1999). The blurring of the author/performer distinction that marks classic models 
of improvised poetry is replaced by the blurring of author/programmer, 
author/reader, and text/system that occurs in more technologized modes. 

Other social changes, to do with sexual equality, ethnicity, and globalization, 
have also had an impact on poetic improvisation. Many classic examples of 
20th-century poetic improvisation took place in a world that not only preceded 
9/11, but was also dominated by the Cold War. If these improvisers were 
sensitive to issues of subjectivity and power, they also came from a world less 
tuned in to the possibilities of ethnic diversity, interculturality, and 
transnationalism, all of which are making their mark on current improvising. 

This change of focus from the nation-state to the relations between nations is 
sometimes characterized by sociologists as the “new cosmopolitanism.” They 
argue that many threats and opportunities are now spatially, temporally, and 
socially unbounded, traversing nations rather than being restricted to them (Fine 
and Chernilo 2004). Berthold Schoene gives this a literary perspective by 
suggesting that the new cosmopolitanism has brought about changes in the form 
of the British novel, so that the juxtaposition of different cultures has become a 
major structural device (Schoene 2009). His insights seem to have general 
application and to beg the question of how these intercultural juxtapositions are 
structured into poetry, poetics, and poetic improvisation. I extend these ideas 
about the new cosmopolitanism into the concept of a “posthuman 
cosmopolitanism” in which the intermediation between human agency and the 
computer also becomes the site of interculturality through transnational 
juxtapositions that can be fast-changing and reconfigurable (Smith 2012). 

Here, therefore, I trace recent trends in improvisation in relation to changes in 
the social context, and I attempt to speak for a poetic improvisatory practice 
whose self-definition often seems curiously mute. I suggest that although 


improvisation in poetry is still not commonplace, there has been considerable 
diversification and development within the field in the last 20 years or so both 
technically and culturally. This speaks back to “classic” contemporary models of 
verbal improvisation and points to new directions in the future. 


POETS, CRITICS, IMPROVISATION 


Improvisation in performance has not been widely conceptualized in the critical 
discourse that surrounds contemporary poetry (a discourse that is often propelled 
by critics who are also poets). Instead it has largely been ignored or regarded 
with suspicion. This is partly because it was seen as being related to notions of 
spontaneity, direct expression, and presence, which were critiqued by the 
poststructuralist rethinking of subjectivity and which critics of poetry were keen 
to expunge. However, in the last 15 years or so poet-critics have shown 
increasing interest in the idea of the reading or performance of poetry. This 
embrace of oral performance has created a significant shift in ways of thinking 
about poetic textuality, and it has been very valuable. However, it still seems to 
fall short of really embracing the possibilities of improvisation in performance as 
one of poetry’s most potent territories. 

One of the principal proponents of the importance of the public reading of 
poetry is Charles Bernstein. He has forcefully and usefully articulated 
nonessentialist ways of thinking about the reading of poems that critique 
simplistic notions of poetic presence as direct transmission of the poet’s intent: 
“The poetry reading enacts the poem not the poet; it materializes the text not the 
author; it performs the work, not the one who composed it” (Bernstein 1999, 
289). Bernstein critiques the “sanctification of the natural” in which the voice of 
the poet is perceived as a direct line to their inner self (2001, 44). He contrasts 
this with the more oblique approach to voice in sound poetry, where voice is 
“essentially a vocabulary to be processed by techniques such as cut-up, 
consonant & vowel intonation, simultaneity etc.” (2001, 44). 

Bernstein makes many striking claims for the importance of performance that 
problematize the fixed basis of the poem. He suggests that reading a poem in 
public allows both poet and reader to inhabit the present moment more fully, and 
suggests that an advantage is that there is no opportunity to “reread or rehear” 
the poem. This is a radical departure from most critical thinking about poetry 
that tends to imply that a poem is most appreciated through repeated readings. 
He argues that in performance a whole new dimension of the poem can emerge, 


particularly with regard to rhythm, “In performance, meter is eclipsed by 
isochrony—the unwritten tempo (rhythmical, cyclical, overlapping) whose beat 
is audible in the performance as distinct from the text” (Bernstein 1999, 291). 

British poet-critic Peter Middleton, in a highly intelligent series of essays, also 
critiques naive concepts of performance as presence, emphasizing instead the 
social significance of the poetry event (Middleton 2005). He argues that 
“audience and poet collaborate in the performance of the poem” (92) and claims 
that “when a poem is read aloud at a poetry reading, an inter-subjective network 
arises that can become an intrinsic element of the meaning of the poem” (93). 

All the benefits of performance that Middleton and Bernstein talk about—the 
opportunities for immediacy and variability, the audience-performer interaction, 
the emphasis on the sonic dimension of language—are enhanced in 
improvisation, which takes performance to its logical endpoint. However, both 
critics tend to take the prewritten poem as a given. It could be argued, therefore, 
that despite their radical interventions, Bernstein and Middleton somewhat 
idealize the significance of the reading of the poem (because many poets are not 
trained performers and cannot create the kind of textual variation, rhythmic 
subtlety, or interaction with the audience that Bernstein, in particular, describes), 
while underplaying the potential of breaking away from the dominance of the 
prewritten poem. 

In new media writing, however, the idea of improvisation is much more 
fundamental to both practice and critical thinking, even if it is not named as 
such. The variability of digital media, the fact that “it would be more accurate to 
call an electronic text a process than an object” (Hayles 2005, 101) is stated in 
many different forms by Hayles. Adalaide Morris also suggests that the new 
media poem demonstrates “on the fly the art of survival by surfing and browsing 
rather than perfecting and preserving” (Morris 2006, 27). In the case of D. Fox 
Harrell, improvisation is not only present but also named. He refers to the 
improvisatory aspect of the process, specifies aspects of jazz improvisation such 
as call-and-response as an element of his generative systems, uses music in 
multimedia projects, and collaborates with jazz musicians (Harrell 2005). 


IMPROVISATION IN PERFORMANCE FROM THE 1960S 
TO THE 1990s 


To trace the evolution of poetic improvising, it is useful to briefly consider some 
classic examples of poetic improvising in the work of David Antin, Steve 


Benson, and the text-sound performers of the 1960s to the 1980s. I focus here on 
their style of improvising and the way their attitudes toward subjectivity, power, 
and their own processes were symptomatic of their time. A detailed analysis of 
this work can be found in Smith and Dean (1997), but from a pre-1997 
perspective. 

David Antin’s improvised “talk poems” (Antin 1976, 1984) mix philosophy, 
storytelling, humor, and poetic metaphor. Coming to fruition in the 1970s, they 
were a timely attempt to reanimate both the poetry reading and the poetic 
process by reclaiming immediacy, orality, and performativity. Inspired by the 
jazz improvisations of Miles Davis, John Coltrane, and others, Antin’s work also 
relates to high-culture notions of public debate, rhetoric, and argument, on the 
one hand, and popular culture notions of stand-up comedy, anecdote, and TV 
chat shows, on the other. Quintessentially postmodern, and heavily influenced 
by poststructuralist thinking, Antin’s talks question the workings of truth, power, 
authenticity, and selfhood. Depending on a verbal virtuosity that has produced 
few successful imitators, his talks play with notions of presence and absence. 
They combine autobiography and fiction, monologue, and polylogue with some 
ambiguity about whether Antin is speaking himself, creating a character, or 
mobilizing a set of voices. Some of the well-known talks precede not only 9/11 
but the fall of the Berlin Wall, and they convey a deep distrust of American 
imperialism. 

Antin presents himself as a talker on a variety of topics, adopting the 
simultaneous roles of lecturer, rhetorician, and stand-up comic. At the same time 
he constantly undermines his own authority. As Michael Davidson suggests, he 
presents himself as an amateur rather than a professional (Davidson 1997, 211— 
213), seemingly so he can test generally held assumptions from first principles. 
His talking style is characterized by immersion in the topic but at the same time 
by modes of interruption and deferred metaphor that have subtle affiliations with 
the American language poetry movement of the 1970s and 1980s. Adopting a 
musical metaphor, he claims he “tunes” to the audience, though he does not 
encourage audience participation (Smith, Dean, and Antin 1993). 

Antin’s talk-poems explore the relationship between talking and thinking, but 
they also suggest other concepts of talk such as political doubletalk and the 
Freudian “talking cure.” Moreover, they presage a crucial moment not only in 
the history of poetry but also in the history of talk. In the last 15 years there has 
been an explosion of “chatter” on the Internet, so that talk has become more 
variable, mediated, diffuse, and possibly even more equitable. Blogs, chat 
rooms, Facebook postings, emails, and listservs have blurred the distinction 
between monologue and conversation, the live and the mediated, the formal and 


informal, talk and speech. 

The relationship between the talks and the transcripts of them was enabled by 
the tape recorder. However, the technology has changed markedly since Antin 
first started giving talks, creating a shift in the reception of the work. Until the 
1990s most people would have become familiar with Antin’s work either by 
reading the transcripts or seeing him perform, but video and audio material 
versions of at least some of the talks are now freely available on the Internet 
(Antin Ongoing) and on other sites. 

Steve Benson’s work, which began in the 1970s, is much more solipsistic than 
Antin’s (Benson 1981, 1989, 1988). It creates a tension between presence and 
absence—with a strong pull toward absence despite the compelling and 
sometimes theatrical presence of the performer. Benson’s poetry, like Antin’s, is 
very closely connected to poststructuralist thinking and involves a radical 
deconstruction of the self (Smith and Dean 1997, 7). Benson’s deconstruction of 
subjectivity is also linked to what I have elsewhere called a nonessentialist gay 
identity (Smith 2000). 

Benson’s work, which is strongly aligned with the American language poets, 
is characterized by disjuncture and slippage on several levels: between performer 
and listener, signifier and signified, intention and meaning. Both formally and 
thematically, his work is concerned with the inevitability and even potential 
creativity of misalignment, miscommunication, and mis-listening, “I don’t hear 
anything you say. I don’t hear anything you do, I don’t hear anything you mean” 
(Benson 1988, 161). The work moves backward and forward between 
monologue and implied conversation with an ambiguous addressee. Benson talks 
in a slow and deliberate way that projects the process of thinking, and his 
delivery is distinct from Antin’s articulate, virtuosic, and polished displays. 
Benson also has a different attitude to the audience: he says that he cannot really 
know what the audience is thinking and feeling and that to consider that would 
be a distraction (Benson 2005, 106-107). Despite the fact that Benson is himself 
at the center of the performance, strategies of fragmentation and dispersal create 
an overriding impression of interruption rather than continuity. This sense of 
interruption is not only formal but also, as Tim Woods argues with respect to 
poetry more broadly, ethical; it constitutes “a poetics of interruption” (Woods 
2002, 255). 

This deconstruction of subjectivity and language is also carried over into a 
breaking down of a coherent sense of place. So, though Benson’s performances 
are usually located in a performance space, a sense of unplace seems to prevail 
that works against either a national or transnational perspective. The landscape is 
largely psychological, and nearly always fragmented or dislocated. Like John 


Ashbery’s poetry, his work refers to very few named political events, though 
recent work seems to take on the challenges of globalization somewhat more 
directly, as in “Am I just listening to myself think?” (Benson 2005). 

Benson’s performances and texts are highly mediated in a number of ways. 
He engages in many types of transcriptions of the performances, sometimes 
merging the transcription with a written text. He also makes his creative 
methodology overt, often including notes in his publications about his working 
process. In his early talks he used the tape recorder to dialogue with recordings 
of his own performance, subsequently recording the emergent performance in a 
putative infinite regress. This contributed to the breaking down of authorial 
presence, since it created not only an impression of multiple selves but also less 
and less sense of an “original” improvisation. More recently, Benson has 
conducted performances in which he improvises into a microphone while 
simultaneously typing into a laptop, working both spontaneously and with some 
prepared notes (Benson 2009). 

Antin and Benson were two of the leading individual contemporary 
improvisers who used talk as the basis of their improvisations, but there were 
also many sonic improvisers within the text-sound movement. This was 
prominent from the 1960s to the 1980s, and involved such luminaries as The 
Four Horsemen, Henri Chopin, Bob Cobbing, Charles Amirkhanian, Beth 
Anderson, Bernard Heidsieck, and Dick Higgins. Text-sound responded to the 
loss of sonic propulsion in free verse by focusing on language as sound. It was 
not primarily about improvisation, but it sometimes involved improvised 
elements and has been very influential on subsequent improvisers. Text-sound 
was a genuine attempt to explore the edges and undersides of language, to 
foreground the body in relationship to poetry, and to animate the relationship 
between the sonic and the verbal. 

Richard Kostelanetz’s Text-Sound Texts is one of the great anthologies of the 
20th century in the sense of defining and representing a whole movement 
(Kostelanetz 1980). In a landmark definition, Kostelanetz declares, “The term 
‘text-sound’ characterizes language whose principal means of coherence is 
sound, rather than syntax or semantics—where the sounds made by 
comprehensible words create their own coherence apart from denotative 
meanings” (14). This shifts the locus of meaning and coherence from signified to 
signifier. It consequently raises many salient issues about the extent to which the 
affective dimension of language is sonic. 

Text-sound as a movement was extremely diverse. It could involve invented 
languages, words on the edges of language, phonemic play, linguistic 
permutation, acoustic manipulation of the voice, multilingual composition, and 


various kinds of collage, sometimes using analogue technologies. Much text- 
sound improvising took the form of voice, mouth, and throat effects, for 
example, in the work of Chopin or Cobbing. Such improvising put the emphasis 
on sensory experience and communicated with the audience through the 
transmission of precognitive intensities, rather than through semantics. 

Performances of text-sound works based on scores (sometimes accompanied 
by instructions) involved an improvisational interpretation of the score. This 
mirrored similar developments in experimental music in the work of Christian 
Wolff, Earle Brown, and others, where the increased freedom of the performer 
partly overturned the composer/performer hierarchy. One of the most assiduous 
proponents of the score, Jackson Mac Low (Mac Low 1986), employed detailed 
instructions to tightly control its interpretation. Such scores were one of the main 
ways in which text-sound improvisers could posit their own sense of community, 
and in the case of Mac Low social ideals of equity and cooperation were written 
into the instructions. 

The politics of text-sound were a conglomeration of socialism, anarchism, and 
individualism, and practitioners situated themselves at different points on the 
political spectrum. At its most realistic, text-sound was a genuine attempt to 
rethink the social and political uses of language; at its most idealistic, it 
projected nostalgia for a prelinguistic utopia. But one of the most forward- 
looking aspects of text-sound was its tendency toward the transnational and 
translingual: it was a strong movement in Europe, the UK, Scandinavia, and the 
United States, but it also travelled across national boundaries. Its emphasis on 
sound meant that it could be appreciated in different countries, despite language 
differences. In addition, its influences and origins were broad. Kostelanetz, in 
the introduction to Text-Sound Texts, acknowledges the diverse roots of text 
sound in primitive chanting, Indonesian Ketjak, Schoenberg’s Sprechstimme, 
Chinese and Korean opera, Dada, and Futurism. However, I have pointed out 
previously (Smith 1999) that most text-sound and sound poetry anthologies 
reflected a male hegemony; in addition, the contributors in these volumes were 
usually Caucasian. Though text-sound artists did show an interest in cultural 
diversity, the blurred lines between text-sound and a range of indigenous and 
ethnic poetries were not always fully reflected in its practice or promotion. 


PRESENT-DAY IMPROVISATION IN POETRY 


Antin, Benson, and text-sound poets were the precursors of developments in 


improvisation in the 21st century that have become very wide ranging in terms 
of techniques and technologies, but also in the broader representation of different 
genders, languages, and ethnicities. Many of these improvisers can be seen as 
“second generation” improvisers, who perform with an awareness of 20th- 
century poetic improvisation and often speak back to it. 

Some of these improvisers engage with what I have elsewhere called sonic 
poetries or new sonic writing (Smith 1999). I have described sonic writing as 
“more wide-ranging than sound poetry because it combines word and sound in 
diverse ways, is less unilaterally committed to the reduction of semantics to 
sound, may include narrative or theatrical elements, and is enabled by more 
sophisticated technologies” (Smith 1999, 129). So sonic writing broadens out of 
the concept of sound poetry to include interdisciplinary, theatrical, literary, or 
vocal elements in a variety of studio, radio, or live performance-based 
environments. Work by women has also become more prominent, including 
contributions from Amanda Stewart (Australia), Katy Price (UK), Cheryl 
Pallant, Cara Benson, Jennifer Karmin (USA), Angela Rawlings (Canada), Maja 
Jantar (Norway), and others. 

Sonic writing often reaches into the domain of extended singing techniques, 
breaking out from Kostelanetz’s definition of text-sound as unpitched. Many 
performers and groups, such as the Atlanta Poets group and the Melbourne- 
based Unamunos Quorum, work with both pitched and unpitched vocal effects. 
Although some vocal effects seem familiar from text-sound, others, such as the 
use of multiphonics, seem more innovative and show the influence of non- 
western vocal traditions. In work such as that of Unamunos Quorum and the 
vocalist Maja Jantar, the effect of the performance is partly musical, though their 
performances evoke language and voice as the primary source. 

Sonic poetry, more than sound poetry, is multilingual and polylingual. Dutch 
performance artist Jaap Blonk’s work moves in and out of several recognizable 
languages, mixes languages, and on occasion employs the international phonetic 
language. Sometimes this cultural mix is expressed, at least in part, more 
semantically. His “What the President Will Say and Do” (Blonk 2004), 
performed initially in the United States and based on the title of a book by 
Madeleine Gins, permutes the title phrase in English. It then deforms and breaks 
up the phrase in a militaristic manner that suggests dictatorships in a range of 
cultures, and ends with sounds of strangulation. The piece points to the 
disjuncture between political saying and doing and the strangulating effects of 
high office, but it implies that these problems are globally concatenated. Blonk 
also engages with invented languages; such constructed languages are a 
prominent feature of my own work in Nuraghic Echoes and The Riting of the 


Runda (Smith and Dean 1996). The languages are scripted but also form part of 
multivocal improvisations within the works. They evoke a mix of cultures, 
sometimes sounding East European, sometimes South European, sometimes 
Scandinavian, but never suggesting monolingualism or monoculturalism. The 
languages are delivered in a strong accent that is, nevertheless, not culturally 
specific. 

Rhys Trimble is a bilingual poet and performance artist who mixes medieval 
Welsh with his own experimental poetry, other textual sources, and improvised 
words and phrases. He describes this process as “live cut-up” (Trimble 2011a). 
In one performance he throws papers on the floor and then chooses from them 
which to read (Trimble 2011b). During this same performance, in which he 
collaborates with musicians, he also uses a staff, or pastwyn, as rhythmical 
accompaniment. Maja Jantar’s “instant compositions” include white, which is 
performed in the language of the area in which it takes place. She often employs 
throat sounds and multiphonics that show kinship with Tuvan and Mongolian 
throat singing (Jantar Ongoing). 

The practitioners of sonic poetry are also more ethnically diverse than those of 
sound poetry and include African Americans such as Wanda Coleman and 
Tracie Morris. Morris improvises both with her voice and with word patterns to 
powerful political ends and with remarkable versatility. Her work arises out of 
diverse poetic backgrounds from popular to experimental, including slam poetry, 
the Nuyorican poets café, and language poetry.! Kathleen Crown describes 
Morris’s singing/speaking as blurring “the boundary between verbal and 
nonverbal expression ... In these poems or ‘sonic improvisations’ Morris breaks, 
riffs, rushes, bobs, and glides” (2002, 213). These techniques create alterations 
of pitch and stress and shifts in tempo. Crown argues that Morris’s performances 
embody a form of ecstatic possession in which the poet “seems possessed by 
‘outside’ voices and alien sounds, and seems to cultivate multiple voices” (226). 
This is a response to historical trauma and “oppressive racial and gender 
practices” (219). As a result the audience experiences a voice that is “wounded, 
dismembered, cut up and fragmented” (219-220). 

In three performances of “My Great Aunt Speaks to a Bush Supporter,” there 
are considerable differences between the versions in terms of delivery, word 
play, and the title, even though they all contain the words “you better hope Jesus 
saves you.” In addition, the performances bring together sound poetry and 
African oral and singing traditions. In the first version, sound play on the phrase 
“save you” is repeated over and over again with different emphases. As the 
phrase is repeated, the sounds of the words slide between different realizations; 
sometimes the phrase sounds like “age you” or “ate you,” sometimes the sounds 


lie in between recognizable words (Morris, 2005). In the second version there is 
still word play, but also more emphasis on the voice itself, with larger pitch 
fluctuations, growling, sustained notes, vibrato effects, and high notes (Morris 
2006). This version creates a more anarchic effect and seems more “activist” in 
stance. The third version has some elements in common with both the first and 
second, but is notable for its heavy vibrato, and gives the most historical 
impression in its strong emphasis on gospel singing (Morris 2008). 

The performing trajectories that these poets take also seem looser than those 
of the original text-sound artists, so that a performance may range from vocal 
sounds to the reading of texts more common at poetry readings. Cara Benson, in 
one performance (Benson 2010) in which she combines vocal improvisation 
with readings from her book, made, begins with breathing, shushing, and 
blowing sounds, and subsequently includes rhythmical phonemic constructions, 
singing, wailing, and pitch fluctuations (Benson, 2010). These build into variable 
repetitions of the words “everybody breathing” that lead into a reading of the 
text Real Estate from her volume made. This surreal text involves a closed 
space, and an apple that evokes fear, suggesting tension between freedom and 
control, power and submission, world and text. After more repetitions and 
variations of the phrase “and the breathing,” the piece finishes with another 
surreal text about both stealing and filling a hole that seems a metacommentary 
on the unifying of disparate fragments. 

Other poets, such as Jennifer Karmin (Karmin 2010a, 2010b), use their 
prewritten texts as a score for performance, in a way that references Mac Low’s 
work but with fewer constraints. Karmin’s instructions simply say, “These 
poems are a word score for polyvocal improvisation. Performers are encouraged 
to equate the style of each text with imagined tones, rhythms, voices, etc. Any 
number of performers may participate and any number of pages may be used.” 
The different sections of the text follow Karmin’s travels between America, 
Japan, Taiwan, China, Tibet, Mongolia, Iberia, and Russia. However, there are 
further opportunities for cross-referencing of time and space through the play of 
voices in the improvisations (Karmin 2010a, 2010b). 

The Atlanta Poets Group’s improvisatory performances include the realization 
of “Sounds for a Day” by Michael Basinski (Atlanta Poets Group 2008). The 
score reads, “A poem for ensemble. Orchestrate. Say something, a phrase, a 
metaphoric fragment, indicate a state of being or set a tone, make an utterance, 
sound, gesture, translation or interpretation for the following instructions.” There 
follows a list of words, such as afraid, angry, cold, and sleepy, which evoke 
diverse emotional states. The group’s response is a mélange of voice and breath 
effects, as well as fragmented phrases spoken simultaneously at different speeds 


and dynamics. These phrases communicate anxiety, frustration, happiness, 
neediness, self-doubt, and self-affirmation, resulting in a remarkable affective 
and behavioral mix. Their improvisation could also be seen as a collective 
speaking back to a range of sound poetry styles (Atlanta Poets Group 2008). 

Some improvisations are more events than performances. David Buuck’s 
“Converted storefront” (Buuck, 2010), for example, consisted in his recording an 
improvisation an hour before the performance: “I walked around the area where 
the storefront’s located in Oakland with a mic attached to my iPod and 
improvised a ‘review’ of cris cheek’s book, mixing in whatever I saw and some 
randomly selected marked passages from the book. I gave myself 10 or so 
minutes” (Buuck 2011). At the performance event he then played a recording of 
the improvisation and transcribed it simultaneously on a slide projected on an 
overhead projector. The performance reviews cheek’s “Short Live Housing” and 
alludes to, but also embodies some of cheek’s own performative processes, 
including recording work as he walked the streets of London. The transcription 
reads provocatively since it could not “keep up” with the recording, and there are 
many missing words, creating a condensed poetic effect. 

Some performers, like Buuck, use relatively simple technologies to effective 
ends. cris cheek has worked recently with “live writing” in the form of video 
projections that play with the presence of the performer by including it in the 
textual display. He says: 


i read the projections and i stand in them so that i partly also obscure that which i am reading with my 
shadow. Then, of course, an audience can see what i am obscuring projected onto me so there is a 
strong element of embodiment too ... I read what i am seeing and comment on the processes of doing 
so... ido have some things prepared but try not to rely on them and often get swept up in the moment. 
(cheek 2011) 


In one performance (cheek 2010), the visual effects include double images, 
shadows, and images with textual elements, all partly projected on the poet’s 
body. cheek reads parts of the texts on the projections, and also fragments from 
texts he is holding, sometimes digressing into pure improvisation and also 
employing hand gestures. At one point, in response to letters on a slide, he 
breaks into phonemic improvisation. 

Ronaldo V. Wilson and the Black Took Collective also project “live writing” 
during performances as a way of raising ideas about racial identity: 


We recently gave a performance ... where we screened our “practice” sessions as we performed some 
of our play/work in front of screened video footage of our working process. We also projected “live 
writing” via laptop on two screens while one or both of us read, our voices sometimes remixed and 
manipulated in connection to the video and writing. In our “assaults” as we call them, we are often 
preoccupied with some central questions—what is a black poet, a black poem? What is a black 


conceptual space, and how can multiple forms and approaches to thinking about race, sexuality and 
representation activate in the face of violation, silence, terror, and the press of stereotype? (Wilson 
2010) 


Finally, rap freestyling is usually not included under the umbrella of 
experimental poetry, and has sometimes been dismissed by experimentalists as 
formulaic because of its dependence on rhyming and metrical beats. However, it 
can be breathtakingly impressive, and often contains more sophisticated 
semantic improvising than experimental poetry. Rhyming in the work of Myka 9 
(Myka 9 2009), for example, is extremely inventive and functions as a form of 
sound association. It generates new words, and furthers the rap through rhyme, 
alliteration, and other sonic features of the language. This is very different from 
conventional rhymed verse, especially as the rhymes for one word are often 
much more extensive than is usual in rhymed verse, creating considerable 
freedom of content, while often employing the beat as a basis over which to 
stretch out or speed up the words in a rhythmically versatile way. In fact, the 
considerable semantic disjuncture in rap poetry is somewhat similar to the 
lexical and grammatical disjuncture found in on-the-page experimental modes of 
poetic writing. 


COMPUTERIZATION, IMPROVISATION AND 
ALGORITHMIC TEXT GENERATION 


We have seen how low-level technologies often contribute to improvised 
performances. At a more sophisticated technological level writers use computer 
interactions to realize improvised performances that have some predetermined 
elements. This may include sampling and processing of the voice, as in many 
performances by austraLYSIS. In austra LYSIS’s work this sampling and 
processing results in the creation of “voicescapes”—multiple voices, some of 
which are digitally manipulated (Smith and Dean 2003; Smith 2009), as well as 
the integration of the voice into musical composition. The improvised processing 
of the voice results in the negotiation of age, gender, and sexuality: this 
deconstruction of subjectivity includes “sonic cross-dressing,” the digital 
manipulation of the voice so that a male voice can be made to sound female or a 
female voice male or can seem to inhabit the continuum between male and 
female. Such transformations of the voice form part of the writer, the performer, 
the program, the madwoman (Smith and Roger 2008). Processing has also been 
used by austraLYSIS as a way of problematizing the relationship between voice 


and place. The female “terrorist” who forms the basis of the space of history at 
first threatens to lock the audience in and then forcefully airs her grievances 
(Smith and Dean 2008). She subsequently vacates the space, which then 
becomes filled with transformations of her words and voice that liquefy and 
transmute every aspect of her identity. 

Sometimes technological manipulation of the voice may be combined with 
screen-based technologies. Joerg  Piringer describes his piece 
abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz (Piringer 2011a) in an artist’s note as 


an audiovisual voice performance. Image and sound are created in real time through custom written 
software that analyzes and captures the sound of my voice to create animated abstract visual 
text/sound-compositions. The autonomous movement and behaviour of visual elements on the screen 
again influence the sound which creates an audiovisual feedback loop or an autopoetic live 
performance system. ...The mapping of the input signal to the actual output ... is determined by 
algorithms taken from non-literary fields like physics, biology and mathematics. Textual and sound 
particles for example interact with each other controlled by the law of simulated newtonian physics, so 
when they collide they sound, get destroyed or reflected. (Piringer 2011a) 


abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz results in the rapid kinetic movement of 
individual letters round the screen (often in multiple forms) suggestive of 
Hayles’s concept of “flickering signifiers” (Hayles 1999). The piece conjures up 
simultaneously linguistic concentration and dispersal, and is suggestive of both 
the potentialities and limits of language. Piringer sees the piece as international 
because its alphabetic aspect constitutes “the common denominator for all 
languages that write with the Latin alphabet (Piringer 2011b). But this particular 
alphabet even if shared by some cultures is alien to others, raising issues of 
otherness and exclusion and the limits of cosmopolitanism. 

Eugenio Tisselli uses his own software (MIDIPOET) to manipulate striking 
images and texts as in ambas caras de la moneda hacen el mismo sonido al caer 
(Tisselli 2011a). Of his processes, he says: 


MIDIPoet enables a performer to create and perform compositions in which different keys on the 
computer keyboard or MIDI notes are mapped onto specific events on the screen. For example, 
pressing a note on a MIDI musical keyboard can trigger a sequence of frames on the screen, with a 
velocity which can be proportional to the intensity of the keypress. Another key might trigger the 
appearance of different combinatorial texts. (Tisselli 2011b) 


Tisselli types as he performs, and most of what he types is improvised. In this 
piece he also “uses a combinatorial algorithm that puts together some 
preprogrammed verses” (Tisselli 2011b). The performance includes some clips 
from video recordings that Tisselli takes from TV shows in hotel rooms when he 
is visiting a foreign country (in this case China), what he calls “media trash.” He 
says: 


I do this because many of my works deal with the impossibility of fully understanding the other, while 
at the same time recognizing in its expression a shared discourse. TV shows, for example, follow 
patterns which are now global. You may not understand what they say, but you can know what the 
show is roughly about just by observing behaviours, gestures, structure and other meta-linguistic 
features. (Tisselli 2011b) 


Piringer and Tisselli use the computer to improvise at least partially, and their 
performances also involve some elements of algorithmic text generation. An 
algorithmic generative system is a computational system for creating artworks 
according to defined parameters, and it is a form of “metacreation” in which the 
artist designs a system for producing artworks rather than working directly on an 
artwork (Whitelaw 2004). In algorithmic text generation the text is improvised 
but in a way that makes the computer a co-improvisor. Speaking about music, 
Roger Dean has argued for the opportunities that generative systems offer the 
improviser: 

The person who only exists as or “feels” like a cyborg avatar may ultimately have social problems 

outside virtual reality. But their cyborg incarnation may be able to improvise in ways even beyond 

those they can effect in person. Similarly, the composer of a computer algorithm for music generation 


may establish within it variability mechanisms that go beyond those they can use when performing 
alone or in a non-computer ensemble. (Dean 2003) 


Algorithmic text generation takes place in real time but not necessarily in 
performance. An algorithmic generative system produces new versions or 
sequences of a text, image, or sound each time it is activated, in a way similar to 
improvisation. Harrell explains why such generative systems have been 
underdeveloped in literature, compared to music and the visual arts: “On the fly 
improvisation has not often been incorporated for the simple reason that the 
nature of the printed text medium is not dynamically reconfigurable” (Harrell 
2005). 

Generative systems balance freedom and control. They vary in how strongly 
the programmer/author tries to control the process or allows it to proceed more 
autonomously. They put into motion a process in which one event is 
programmed, to varying degrees, to produce the next, and in which the outcomes 
are potentially emergent. When a generative process is interactive it means that 
some of the control for the output is given to the reader/user, who usually 
activates the process through clicking or typing. 

New media artists who are currently engaging with algorithmic text 
generation include Nick Montfort, John Cayley, Daniel Howe, Jhave, Simon 
Biggs, geniwate, and Loss Pequefio Glazier. Nick Montfort’s poetry generator 
Tarako Gorge creates a kind of digital pastoral in which different but similar 
versions of a poem roll to infinitude (Montfort 2009). The grammatical structure 


is relatively simple and well defined, and the phrases permute effectively in 
different combinations. Jhave’s CON CRETE pOETRY (Jhave 2011) is a very 
dynamic work with fast-changing texts, fragmented sections of which are 
interactively triggered. The texts suggest the frustrations and possibilities of the 
digital era and refer to the process of text generation rather ambiguously as “a 
very fake realtime.” There is also a section that enshrines the idea of a 
posthuman cosmopolitanism through the rapidly changing juxtaposition of 
different national identities, such as “uzbeck chinese,” “Slovene Malaysian,” 
“Haitian Kenyan,” “Sri Lankan Kuwaiti.” These fast-changing conjunctions 
suggest both the potentiality and fragility of cultural interchange. Similarly, 
cross-culturality is central to Loss Pequefio Glazier’s “Io Sono at Swoons” 
(Glazier 2002—2009), a “poem-program” that refreshes every forty seconds with 
a new reiteration of text on the screen. The program is translinguistic and 
“borrows from Mexican, Nahuatl, Quechua, English, French, German, Hindi, 
Sanskrit, Arabic and Tibetan, with further soundings from China, Chad, and 
Dubai” (Glazier 2006, 214). 

Harrell’s work is particularly significant because of the way it combines 
algorithmic text generation with specific cultural objectives that are programmed 
into the system. His work is characterized by an unusual blending of cultural 
theory, cognitive linguistics, algebraic semiotics, and narrative theory. Harrell 
documents and theorizes his work, creating a rich symbiosis between research 
and creative practice and art and science (Smith and Dean 2009). 

Harrell’s stated intention is to blend African and western modes of thinking. 
This can be seen even from the name of the system he has devised for text 
generation, the GRIOT system. The griot is a West African storyteller who 
utilizes nommo, a Bantu term for the magical power of words to effect change. 
This is very appropriate because the GRIOT system hinges on verbal and visual 
transformations that are fundamental to the algorithmic processes Harrell is 
developing. More specifically, he suggests how this blending of the different 
traditions is written into the GRIOT system: for example by combining William 
Labov’s work on narrative structure with “dynamic improvisation and call and 
response structures” (Harrell 2005). He also stresses his wish is to use interactive 
generative strategies to break down racial stereotypes (Harrell 2005). 

Harrell’s GRIOT system investigates a performative and non-essentialist 
racial identity that plays with multiple identities and ways of being African 
American. In this way Harrell explores a “post-genre and _ postracial 
experimentalism” (Lewis 2007) that can negotiate cross-genre, cross-media, and 
inter-ethnic spaces. His work can also be seen through the lens of a “posthuman 
cosmopolitanism” in which the intermediation between the computer and the 


author/programmer is welded together with interculturality. The work of 
Berthold Schoene, mentioned earlier, is particularly important here because his 
idea that the new cosmopolitanism is creating new literary forms that are based 
on the juxtaposition of different cultures is in Harrell’s oeuvre built into the 
system itself. 

The GRIOT system (in its verbal application) consists of a number of 
subsystems: theme domains and phrase templates that allow for user input. It 
also includes conceptual blending modules that blend words and phrases 
between the different theme domains. Conceptual blending, a term that comes 
from cognitive linguistics, is a form of creative thinking in which two concepts 
can be integrated to form a novel third (Goguen and Harrell 2004). The system 
also operates narrative structures from cognitive linguistics and grammatical 
morphisms that give grammatical structure to the generated phrases. 

“The Girl with Skin of Haints and Seraphs” is an example of the interactive 
generative “polypoems” produced by the GRIOT system where each user 
interaction generates a new version of the poem. The user interacts with theme 
domains such as Europe, Africa, girls, whiteness, devils, and angels, all of which 
have strong cultural connotations for identity, ethnicity, and location. Words and 
phrases pulled as a consequence of user interactivity from the phrase templates 
associated with that particular theme domain are then blended with word and 
phrases from other domains. Harrell says that “The Girl with Skin of Haints and 
Seraphs” is designed to undermine stereotypical ideas of demons and angels as 
they appear in racist discourses: “Within American culture there exist familiar 
depictions where Pan-African spiritual traditions such as Haitian Vodou or 
Brazilian Candomblé are presented as ‘evil’ ... By the same token, there exists 
within some African based cultures the notion of ‘the white devil’ or technology 
as ‘the unnatural fruit of Babylon’ ... Demonization occurs from both sides of 
the dialectic, though power distribution is not equitable between them” (Harrell 
2005). 

The polypoems generated by “The Girl with Skin of Haints and Seraphs” 
show how particular cultural outcomes can be linked to the text generation. 
Many of the texts are notable for the way they suggest racial ambiguity 
connected to a transforming self. Some seem to be more about whiteness, some 
more about blackness, as they perambulate round the concepts of white shame 
and racial pride, often problematizing the distinction between the perspectives of 
the oppressor and the oppressed. Conceptual blending is apparent from the way 
in which several words are concertinaed together or hyphenated, but also has its 
effects in the mingling of identities, skin colors, and cultural perspectives. 
Striking too is the strong affective dimension of the poems and their emphasis on 


the body. 

Harrell’s GRIOT system is also implemented in multimedia situations, as in 
The Griot Sings Haibun, where it is used in conjunction with a graphic interface 
“to generate ‘neohaibun,’ a combination of prose, haiku, and beat poetry that is 
often used to narrate personal everyday experiences in a live performance with 
free jazz musicians” (Harrell 2005). Similarly Instabilities 2 (Smith and Dean 
2010), by Roger Dean and myself, engages with algorithmic generation in 
performance. The screen is divided into three sections that converse with each 
other. The top section is a Quicktime movie of twelve textual fragments that 
scroll at a steady speed. These are prewritten texts that remain unchanged in all 
renderings of the piece. These disjunctive texts move rapidly between different 
times, places and cultural perspectives, and they include many metaphors for 
instability—linguistic, psychological, economic, political, geographical, and 
technological—that are continually cross-referenced. The whole idea of 
instability is, of course, meta-textual, and relates to the idea of algorithmic text 
generation as improvisation in other parts of the screen. 

The middle screen section consists of the same material processed as image in 
a computer program written by Dean using the Jitter/MAX/MSP platform. Text 
is treated in blocks so that it can be stretched, multiplied, enlarged, compressed, 
overlaid, and overwritten. This is an improvised process in essence, since the 
order of the texts is stochastic and their progress is open to real-time control. 

The third part of the screen is the most heavily improvised and results from 
work with our Verbal Interactivity Project, a project for developing algorithmic 
text generation. It includes the Text Transformation Toolkit (TTT) devised in the 
computer language Python.* TTT, in which the processing algorithms for 
Instabilities 2 were written, requires live coding and/or manipulation of a 
graphic interface. It generates text by gradually transmuting it and is particularly 
designed for real-time interactive performance. It is hooked up to several other 
research and programming endeavors, such as the Free Association Database, 
Wordnet (a dictionary which tags parts of speech so that it can, for example, find 
synonyms for words), and the Natural Language Toolkit (a highly elaborated 
computer platform for analyzing, constructing, and transforming grammatical 
structures). 

In this third segment of the screen, the texts from the first part of the screen— 
and additional ones—are processed by Dean, using a variety of forms of 
character, word, and sentence manipulation, and this can occur in real time. TTT 
can substitute nouns and verbs for other nouns and verbs. It can shuffle, append, 
or merge sentences, delete vowels, swap characters, insert caps in the middle of 
words, and engage in other related processes. The text moves rapidly between 


different realizations of it, both referring back to the original text and also 
moving away from it. In addition, computer-synthesized voices read the texts in 
their original form, but they also give voice to the transformed text, often 
morphing from one to the other. Consequently they move between being in and 
out of sync with the written text. The soundtrack, which adds strongly to the 
emotional weight of the piece, is a “comprovisation” (that is, an improvisation 
with a composed structure) written by Dean especially for the piece. The 
acoustic improvisation (performed by Sandy Evans, Phil Slater, and Dean) is 
gradually overrun by the electroacoustic sound (performed by Greg White) but 
then reemerges. 

Both Instabilities 2 and The Girl with Skin of Haints and Seraphs emerge 
from generative systems that extend the possibilities of improvisation, being 
real-time modes that can nevertheless be set into motion in both real-time and 
non-real-time circumstances. The future holds many further exciting 
possibilities, especially since generative media are relatively “young” in the 
literary world, and they are only being developed by a tiny minority of 
writer/programmers. A significant development will occur if writers start 
adopting the more evolutionary algorithms that are central to generative media in 
the visual arts and music. Such generative media have the potential to have 
aesthetic and cultural outcomes that are also truly emergent; for example, they 
could produce forms of cultural understanding that are unknown to the author or 
society more generally. 

Algorithmic text generation is therefore the latest stage in the evolution of 
contemporary poetic improvisation that ranges from improvisations in 
performance to more computerized adaptations of improvisation. As we have 
seen, poetic improvisation is diverse, hybrid, mediated, and eclectic, and has 
many adaptations and applications. It also reflects and embodies the cultural 
diversity of a more technologized, cosmopolitan, and globalized world. It both 
engages with its own histories and speaks to the futures of performance and 
writing. In this way poetic improvisation, an art of the present, keeps renewing 
and refreshing itself so that it is relevant to the lives we living now and to the art 
practices and forms of social communication that have the strongest 
contemporary relevance. 


NOTES 


1. See also Christine Hume, “Improvisational Insurrection: The Sound Poetry of Tracie Morris,” 
Contemporary Literature 47, no. 3 (2006): 415-439. 
2. The programming is by David Worrall and Roger Dean, with additional input from Michael Bylstra 


and Jon Drummond. 
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PART V 


MEDIA 


CHAPTER 19 
SUBJECTIVE COMPUTING AND IMPROVISATION 


D. FOX HARRELL 


INTRODUCTION 


The cage contains a young girl, Yorda, who sits there 
quietly. Ico calls out to her and promises to find a way 
to let her out. He reaches a lever, which lowers the 
cage close to the ground. Ico makes his way back 
down and jumps on the cage, sending it and a 
dislodged piece of wood crashing to the floor. The 
impact opens up the cage door, freeing Yorda. 
As the pair continue through the castle’s many rooms 
and passages, it quickly becomes apparent that Ico 
and Yorda need to utilize each of their diverse talents 
if they want to escape. 
(a description of playing the video game ICO [The 
Team ICO wiki, 2011]) 


In a sense the music depends for its form c 
the same references as primitive blues form 
It considers the total area of its existence as 
means to evolve, i.e, to move, as ¢ 
intelligently shaped musical concept, from i 
beginning to its end..... shaped by tt 
emotional requirements of the player. 

What Rollins (and Coltrane and Colemc 
and Cecil Taylor, and some others) have dor 
is to reestablish the absolute hegemony | 
improvisation in jazz and to propose ja: 
again as the freest of Western music. 

(a description of the music of Sonny Rollir 

[Jones (Baraka) 1998 


In the videogame ICO described in the epigraph (see Figure 19.1), you are in it 
together. You must help each other escape; she opens locks and you fight 
shadows. Except that “you” are not you. The “you” in the game is a blend 
between your (the player’s) actions and the video game character’s (a 3D 
computer graphics boy named Ico) abilities that are implemented in computer 
code. And “she” is not she. The wraithlike girl named Yorda in the game is a 
computationally implemented character who operates according to predefined 
procedures. 

Playing the game is an act of improvising within the constraints laid out by 
that game designer. Furthermore, the rules implemented by computer code are 
used to evoke a sense of caring for another person. The girl is nearly helpless. 
You must call her close to you, have her take your hand, and lead her to safety. 


Clearly, a type of gender politics is also built into the game: it exhibits the old 
“save the princess” trope. Yet also an impetus toward freedom is built into the 
game. All of your improvisational actions are aimed at slipping free from the 
confines of the labyrinthine space of a dismal castle. 

In the quotation by the author Amiri Baraka in the epigraph, improvisation 
represents a dream of freedom. It is a deeply cultural view of improvisation. 
Improvisation serves the subjective needs of the improviser, one need being his 
“emotional requirements.” At the same time, Baraka also describes the structure 
of sound as a space to navigate. According to Baraka, within that metaphorically 
Spatial structure, using a musical instrument transmutes the improvisor’s 
subjective needs into an expressive experience. The poet Kamau Brathwaite 
describes the same phenomenon of transmuting subjective needs into expression 
in his poem “Trane” (Brathwaite 1995): 


Propped against the crowded bar 
he pours into the cured and silver horn 
his old unhappy longing for a home 


An instrument, a silver saxophone, is used to transmute emotional longing and 
social-historical awareness into the experience of a jazz performance in the 
“real” space of the poem (a crowded bar). When Coltrane plays, like Rollins, we 
know that he uses a musical structure (whether chord changes, riffing off a 
melody, or a looser exploration, with blues-derived timbre) as a basis for 
improvisation that allows him to navigate subjective space. To forge a strange 
contrast, reconsider the videogame ICO. Clearly ICO, at its heart a poignant 
work of escapist fantasy, is not based upon conveying a profoundly tragic and 
transcendent history like that of Africans in the Americas, as do some works of 
Brathwaite or Sonny Rollins. Yet there is a clear parallel between ICO and jazz 
improvisation: the relationship between human improvisational agency and the 
compositional structure imposed by a creative system. 


FIGURE 19.1 The player character Ico extends an empathetic hand toward the wraithlike girl Yorda in this 
image from the game ICO. 


As the example of ICO is meant to illustrate, beyond producing mathematical 
results often construed as objective, computers can also be used for subjective 
aims that transcend their more utilitarian origins. Subjective computing systems 
include video games, interactive narratives, electronic literature, computer-based 
artwork, identity representation technologies (avatars, social media profiles, 
player characters), improvisational and generative music systems, and related 
types of media. What these systems share with one another is the ability to 
address the human condition through human improvisation with data structures 
and algorithmic processes. 

Improvisational uses of the computer require interplay between human 
meaning and machine data. The computer can structure, change, and respond to 
data. Human input can drive the computer’s data processing to result in new 
experiences for users. The phenomenon of user input and system operation 
working hand-in-hand represents an intersection of human subjectivity and 
computational structure. This intersection is the meeting point between two sides 


of a longstanding divide in the arts: improvisation and composition. Examining 
the interplay between improvisation and composition can be very fruitful. Rather 
than seeing improvisation and composition as opposites, I argue that the 
interaction between types of freedom and types of structure is a place where a 
great deal of creative expression emerges. This chapter argues that this is a 
creative zone for building subjective computing systems just as in other media. 

The creative potential of subjective computing systems argued for here is 
inspired by works at the intersection of improvisation and compositional 
structure in other media. For example, the combination of mathematically 
structured chapters and lushly diverse prose styles in Italo Calvino’s novel If on 
a Winter’s Night a Traveler results in a work that provocatively challenges the 
reader to imagine being a character in the book (who reads Calvino’s book itself) 
(Calvino 1982). Similarly, structure and subjectivity intertwine in the integration 
of romantic melodies with highly systematic twelve-tone compositional 
techniques in the classical works of Alban Berg (Berg 1995). It is possible to 
take advantage of similar strategies using the computer to achieve the types of 
rich meanings that works in other media have achieved. We have seen glimpses 
of that in Team ICO’s melancholy cinematic videogames ICO and Shadow of the 
Colossus, Jason Rohrer’s meditation on mortality in the computer game 
Passage, and Erik Loyer’s uncannily pensive interactive narrative, Strange Rain, 
for mobile phone/computer, but the innovations of these subjective computing 
systems can be pushed even further. 

This chapter explores the possibility for systems to take that next step in 
expression through the lens of improvisation. It starts by developing the 
interdisciplinary concept of phantasmal media as arising from a new perspective 
on computing. It is a perspective that argues for subjective, cultural, and critical 
approaches to computing. This is followed by a section that describes the ways 
that subjective computing systems function expressively through the interplay of 
user agency (improvisation) and system agency (composition). The chapter 
concludes by articulating a vision of subjective computing in the future and 
envisioning the qualities of effective phantasmal media systems. 


PHANTASMAL MEDIA: SUBJECTIVE, CULTURAL, AND 
CRITICAL COMPUTING 


Great expressive potential using computational media comes from their ability to 
construct and reveal what I call phantasms—blends of cultural ideas and sensory 


imagination. Phantasms are cognitive constructions that integrate conceptual 
content drawn from particular cultural worldviews with mental or perceptual 
imagery. Phantasms—cognitive phenomena that include sense of self, 
metaphors, social categories, narrative, and poetic thinking—structure much of 
human behavior and ideas.! I have introduced the term phantasmal media to 
refer to computational systems such as interactive narratives, games, electronic 
literature, computer-based artworks, and social media technologies that engage 
users’ (and system creators’) ideologies and epistemologies through rich mental, 
verbal, visual, and interactive imagery* (Harrell 2009). Socially shared notions 
of identity, community, and values, which often become quite divisive, arise 
from culturally widespread phantasms. Yet learning to recognize phantasms and 
to create new and empowering ones, akin to what linguist Otto Santa Ana calls 
“insurgent metaphors,” can help us design media to support social empowerment 
and critical awareness (Santa Ana 2002). Phantasmal media can both reveal 
insidiously oppressive phantasms and prompt positively empowering phantasms. 
Phantasmal media can construct new plays of ideas in order to question unfair 
power relationships or even change social order for the better. As mentioned 
previously, the enabling force behind phantasmal media is a new broad 
conception of computing as subjective, cultural, and critical. The following 
subsections explain each of these concepts, which build upon each other, in turn. 


Subjective Computing 


Subjective computing refers to endeavors that use computing technologies to 
construct a dialogue between the expressive goals of system designers and the 
imaginative and interpretive experiences for users. Expressive goals are of a 
different nature than usability- or productivity-oriented goals. In fact, expressive 
goals may be driven by phenomena such as intuition, ambiguity, or 
improvisation. The arts offer traditions of practice arising from such varied 
goals. Addressing computational systems as subjectivity-oriented artifacts 
provides a clearer lens for analysis because it does not require artificial 
subdivision of the work according to disciplinary boundaries. The mathematical, 
computational, cognitive, and expressive elements of systems can be completely 
integrated with subjective content. 

In describing the notion of subjective computing, it is important to 
acknowledge Sherry Turkle’s influential work investigating a “range of new 
‘intersubjective’ relationships” between humans and computers that have 
infiltrated everyday life (Turkle 2004). She notes the difference between 


instrumental, tool-oriented uses of computing and “relational uses” that treat 
computers as companions. She distinguishes these modalities from prosthetic 
uses that treat computer as extensions of the self and, more generally, everyday 
uses that treat technologies as objects-to-think-with from a_ user-centric 
perspective. Turkle writes: 


Computer users are frequently more in touch with the subjective computer, the computer that does 
things to us, to our ways of seeing the world, to the way we think, to the nature of our relationships 
with each other. Technologies are never “just tools.” They are evocative objects. They cause us to see 
ourselves and our world differently. (Turkle 2004) 


The phantasmal media concept finds great synergy with Turkle’s notions, 
especially with her theorizing of the new forms of identity enabled by emerging 
technologies. Yet, drawing upon ethnographic and psychological perspectives, 
Turkle’s focus is often on the ways that these computational technologies serve 
as “evocative objects” that affect us (often without our awareness) in our 
everyday interactions with them. In contrast, the orientation here is toward the 
creation of subjective computing technologies—especially those intended as 
artworks. Phantasmal media creation requires consideration of implicit and 
explicit subjective expression of computing technologies for expression, 
highlighting the latter. Subjective computing can emphasize the creation of 
systems explicitly for expressive uses, highlighting a third perspective of 
computing beyond the instrumental or Turkle’s intersubjective. One of the key 
characteristics of subjective computing is human-computer improvisation, what 
will be defined in a later section as agency play. 


Cultural Computing 


Cultural practices and values are implicitly built into all computational systems. 
However, it is not common to develop systems with explicit engagement with, 
and foundations in, cultural practices and values aside from those traditionally 
privileged in discourse surrounding computing practices (Harrell 2008). Cultural 
computing entails engaging commonly excluded cultural values and practices 
that can potentially spur computational innovation and can invigorate expressive 
computational production. In particular, diverse ways of manipulating data and 
enabling relationships between humans and our (computational) artifacts can 
form the basis for new technical and expressive computing practices. Cultural 
computing also necessitates reflection on the challenges involved in making 
cultural values explicit in computing practices. One potential challenge is to 
avoid the pitfall of seeing technologies as imbued with characteristics that are 


nothing but cultural stereotypes (essentialist notions of identity) (Eglash 1995). 
For example, a website grounded in the culture of a particular Chinese cultural 
group is not simply a website with silk cloth patterns. Another grave pitfall is 
enabling cultural plunder, that is, using diverse aesthetic traditions only to 
empower culturally privileged, often implicitly “Western” materialistic and 
production-oriented modes of thought that inform many engineering practices. In 
contrast, cultural computing means empowering technologies serving in a 
plurality of worldviews. 


Critical Computing 


Critical computing refers to the ability of computing to say something about, and 
to make an impact on, the real world. Particularly, critical computing refers to 
challenging disempowering social structures and technologies. The critical 
computing concept helps technology developers go further than approaches to 
human-computer interaction oriented only toward issues like ease of use. Rather, 
developers can build technologies as a way of addressing issues like social 
identity, power relationships, and political configurations. Current computer 
science researchers often overlook rich areas of social critique and insight from 
marginalized peoples and humanistic discourses. For example, in exploring the 
area of classification infrastructures, important for numerous computing 
applications, science studies researchers Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Star 
write: 


Why should the computer scientist read African-American poets? What does information science have 
to do with race-critical or feminist methods and metaphysics? The collective wisdom in those domains 
is one of the richest places from which to understand these core problems in information systems 
design: how to preserve the integrity of information without a priori standardization and its often 
attendant violence. In turn, if those lessons can be taken seriously within the emerging cyberworld, 
there may yet be a chance to strengthen its democratic ethical aspects. (Bowker and Star 1999) 


Critical computing means allowing engineers, scientists, and other software 
designers to address such issues through technical solutions, rather than to 
suggest that end use and its analysis are matters left to be sorted out in the real 
world after deployment. The view here is that technologists can structure 
software as a means of participating in long traditions of thought oriented toward 
human empowerment and critically aware engagement with our societies. 


Critical Computing 
Cultural Computing 


Subjective Computing 


FIGURE 19.2 Critical computing systems are cultural computing systems aimed at engendering critical 
awareness and/or social empowerment. Cultural computing systems are subjective computing systems that 
are explicit about their cultural foundations and implicit values. 


In summary, critical computing builds upon the cultural awareness enabled by 
cultural computing. In turn, the cultural computing call to build systems rooted 
explicitly in diverse views builds upon the idea that computing can serve 
subjective aims. In this sense, subjective computing is the foundation upon 
which the other two perspectives of computing are built (see Figure 19.2). The 
remainder of this chapter focuses on one phenomenon that I described earlier, 
exemplifying how computing can be used to serve subjective needs. The 
phenomenon is that of improvisation. 


A SUBJECTIVE COMPUTING PHENOMENON: THE 
INTERPLAY OF IMPROVISATION AND COMPOSITION 


Improvisation/User Agency 


Computational media have often been described as interactive. However, I prefer 
focusing on the term agency rather than interactivity. This is because user 
agency implies improvisational action that is meaningfully directed toward the 
imaginative world created by a subjective computing system. Artfully designing 
user agency for expressive systems is central to the concept of subjective 
computing. This subsection describes how authors can playfully vary user 
agency to enable rich types of expression in computational media. 
Computational media afford more active roles for users than some traditional 


art forms such as novels or narrative paintings. Digital media theorist Janet 
Murray has claimed that increased user agency is a foundational property of 
computational media (Murray 1997). She also categorizes various types of user 
agency in interactive narrative works. Examples of user agency include spatial 
navigation, problem solving, incorporating gameplay actions within narratives, 
and traversing links in hypertext narrative. Murray’s theory has influenced many 
practitioners who set out to explore new expressive possibilities brought by 
computational media in which agency plays an important part. However, many 
subsequent attempts have been based on an overly simplistic understanding of 
agency—that is, agency as the free will of players. 

Computer and video games are types of subjective computing system that 
have become very popular. In many games, a sense of free will is conveyed to 
the user by means of enabling the user to move a character through space and 
interact with objects in the game world. Understanding agency as this limited 
type of free will inevitably leads to an obsession with the idea that “the more 
agency, the better.” This phenomenon is exemplified in notions such as “full 
reactive eyes entertainment” or F.R.E.E., a concept proposed by game designer 
Yu Suzuki during the development and marketing of the game Shenmue, which 
aspired to allow a character to freely interact with many aspects of its 
environment, such as soda machines or toy dispensers. Yet despite the high 
degree of free will to interact with objects, the slow pacing of Shenmue’s plot 
was sometimes viewed as a fault, perhaps with the high degree of freedom 
detracting from meaningful narrative development and resulting in player 
boredom. 

Offering the user a sense of free will in an imaginary world is not the only 
possible goal. Authors could instead build systems that vary user agency over 
time to evoke a range of experiences. Instead of only granting the user control 
over a character’s physical actions, she might be granted control only over the 
character’s mood. Yet another system might only grant a user control over 
whose perspective a story is told from. Even more radically, a user might be 
granted control over whether meaning is conveyed through linear storytelling or 
through more surreal metaphorical poetry. Subjective computing works should 
grant user agency along whatever dimension helps to convey the meaning of the 
work most effectively. 


Composition/System Agency 


System agency is defined as the capacity of the computer to modify content 


(data) and to enable users’ actions. However, it is important to understand that 
system agency only exists in conjunction with humans, who make sense of the 
system’s actions. Computers express their agency through procedural rules. The 
underlying rules of subjective computing systems determine how the systems 
function. These rules range from simply timing the presentation of text, as in the 
text animation The Sea by Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries, to controlling 
artificial intelligence (AI)-based characters, as in Michael Mateas’s and Andrew 
Stern’s interactive drama Facade (Mateas 2002); screenshots of both are shown 
in Figure 19.3. 
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FIGURE 19.3 Rules in the web-based text animation The Sea carefully coordinate textual changes with 
music (left); rules in the interactive drama system Facade coordinate multiple AI characters in dialogue 
with the player character (right). 


The notion of system agency leverages the discourse accompanying classic AI 
goals of building autonomous intelligent “agents” that exhibit humanlike 
behaviors. The term system agency as I use it does not imply, however, that a 
goal driving my framework for subjective computing is the dream of full system 
autonomy. System agency is a result of human interpretation in light of a set of 
situated social circumstances. System agency is not a property intrinsic to the 
computer itself. The term system agency provides shorthand to describe human 
interpretation of properties of the system behavior and capacity, specified by the 
story author and authoring system designer. System agency always needs to be 
considered in parallel to human agency. The construct describing the interaction 
between human and system agency is named agency play in order to call 
attention to the omnipresent interplay between these two concepts. The term 
agency play is also meant to call to mind the possibility for skillful manipulation 
of the relationship and play between users and systems toward expressive ends. 


Agency Play 


Agency play focuses on leveraging the relationship between the user and system 
in order to create experiences that are meaningful and engaging for users to 
participate in. Taking the step of expressively using agency play in subjective 
computing systems is similar to the step that filmmakers took in the early 20th 
century when they discovered that varying camera angle, framing, and take 
length were all effective storytelling mechanisms. This section defines promising 
dimensions of agency play and provides illustrative examples. The following are 
multiple layers of agency play, each of which can be used expressively to 
convey meaning: 


¢ Agency relationship: User actions and system actions operate in relation to 
one another. This relationship can vary in relative magnitude and degree of 
dependency between the two types of actions (e.g., an inverse relationship 
or independent operation). 

¢ Agency scope: Results of either user or system actions may have immediate 
and local impact (e.g., turning a character left or right) or longer-term and 
less immediately apparent results (e.g., a series of actions may determine 
narrative structure itself). 

¢ Agency dynamics: The relationship between possible user and system 
actions, and their scopes, can vary dynamically during runtime. 

¢ User input direction: The user may establish a pattern of input that directs 
agency dynamics and/or agency scope. 


User Input Direction 


LL Agency Dynamics 


LL Agency Scope 


Agency Relationship 


FIGURE 19.4 The dimensions of agency are depicted here as horizontal planes. Arrows indicate the 
direction of influence between these dimensions. 


Figure 19.4 illustrates how the dimensions of agency relate to each other and 
how each dimension mediates the ones below it. The dimension of user input 
direction is separated graphically because it directs the levels below it but is not 
itself constituted by the layers below it. These layers below are meant to provide 
a vocabulary for more precisely describing such varying types of agency and 
how they can be manipulated toward expressive effects. 


Agency Relationship 


Agency relationship is the fundamental dimension of agency play. Agency 
relationship refers to the relative magnitude of, and dependence relationships 
existing between, the following: 


1. A set of actions allowed by the system to be executed by a user 
2. A set of actions defined by the developer(s) to be executed by the system 


3. A user’s desire or need to perform actions 
4. A user’s sense of meaningful possible actions 
5. A range of possible user interpretations of actions 


In analyzing this function, the first two aspects of the function should be 
considered first, with the understanding that the latter three aspects determine the 
expressive qualities of the agency relationship. Relative magnitude refers to the 
relative degree of possible user actions to system-imposed constraints, especially 
constraints upon actions enacted by the user. 

The degree and nature of dependence between user and system control over 
actions can vary greatly. Primary models include cases in which user and system 
agency are independent or interdependent. A particular case of interdependent 
agencies is inverse dependence, in which increasing system agency inhibits user 
agency and/or vice versa. To give an example of independent operation, consider 
the case in videogames of characters that are controllable by a human player as 
contrasted to the case of characters that are controlled solely by the system. In 
this case, independent user agency refers to the ability of the player to make 
meaningful actions in a computer-based imaginative world. The ability to cause 
a character to move, acquire artifacts, and interact with other player characters or 
nonplayer characters (NPCs) reflects this sense of player agency. User agency 
can also operate along dimensions outside of the story world, such as in-game 
camera control. The “meaningfulness” of player actions most often arises from 
the degree to which a player’s actions seem to refer to things in the imaginative 
world at hand. Thus control over actions that do not have any significant effect 
on content are commonly described as providing the user with a low degree of 
agency. Simultaneously, again using videogames as an example, moving a 
virtual camera in a proper way may reveal to the player a necessary object in the 
game world. This revealing of the object is an example in which an action 
outside of the imaginative world’s content provides a meaningful result within 
the imaginative world. As argued earlier, the notion of meaningful agency relies 
upon situated construal of possible user actions. 

An independent model can also describe independent system agency, such as 
in cases in which a system is capable of autonomously carrying out humanlike 
action. Consider Rafael Pérez y Pérez’s system MEXICA, which is a subjective 
computing system that generates stories that draw upon Aztec lore (Pérez y 
Pérez and Sharples 1999, 24). The beginning of a sample story generated by 
MEXICA reads: 


Jaguar knight was an inhabitant of the great Tenochtitlan. Princess was an inhabitant of the great 
Tenochtitlan. From the first day they met, princess felt a special affection for jaguar knight. Although 


at the beginning princess did not want to admit it, princess fell in love with jaguar knight. 


MEXICA itself exhibits independent system agency because it is the system that 
is doing the “telling.” Therefore, the story is not revealed by the user’s actions in 
the story world (such as controlling a character) but rather the system simply 
autonomously generates stories as output. 

The 2005 strategy game Civilization IV provides an example of 
interdependent agencies. When the agency of the player increases in the game as 
he or she gains more resources (money, weapons, technology, etc.), so does 
agency of the system because it controls more NPCs with increased capability, 
and the system must coordinate a more complicated set of game world events at 
large. Likewise, a system could implement a subset of playable characters that 
are semi-autonomous, requiring only high-level direction from a player. In this 
case, the control of character action also displays an interdependent relationship. 

As an example of an inverse dependent model, we can look at the IMPROV 
system by Ken Perlin and Athomas Goldberg, which was developed to allow for 
the creation of characters that were controlled by users but also expressed their 
own behaviors (Perlin and Goldberg 1996). For example, one could say that the 
more an IMPROV-based character can take action in a story world without 
direction of a player (such as Sid in Figure 19.5), the more system agency and 
less user agency is exhibited (Perlin 1998). 

The types of agency independence and dependence described here are meant 
only to sketch useful points along a range of possibilities, rather than to 
exhaustively list every possible type of relationship between user and system 
control of situated action. 


Agency Scope 


The concept of agency scope describes the impact and narrative focus of user 
and system actions, ranging from immediate and local impact, such as spatial 
navigation ability, to less immediately apparent but more global results, such as 
shaping the narrative structure itself. Either side of the agency scope spectrum 
can be used effectively to convey meanings in addition to the actual narrative. 


FIGURE 19.5 The character Sid was built using the IMPROV system. Sid is controlled by a user, but it 
also exhibits its own behaviors. 


The videogame Shadow of the Colossus demonstrates a situation with a high 
degree of local player agency and a low degree of global player agency. At times 
in the game the player is able to control a character as he tries to dodge black 
bolts of energy coming after him, but no matter the action taken, the player 
character will still be hit with the bolts and rendered unconscious. The ability to 
move around (local player agency) but not to change the outcome (global player 


agency) renders a sense of fate and helplessness. 

An opposite relationship between local and global agency can be found in the 
Al-based interactive narrative documentary Terminal Time (Domike, Mateas, 
and Vanouse 2003). In Terminal Time, the last millennium of history is 
presented according to different ideological biases depending upon audience (a 
collective group of users in a movie theater) input. In this work, users have only 
very low local agency through the one-dimensional control mechanism (the 
volume of the clapping sound of the audience) used to select answers to a few 
multiple-choice questions. However, there is great variability in the generated 
output in terms of both media elements composed and displayed and in terms of 
the rhetorical model that can slant the bias of the output toward a variety of 
ideologies, such as feminist or antireligious. The contrast, in this case, between 
low local player agency and high global player agency can be read as a critique 
of a style of documentary filmmaking featuring a privileged, all-knowing 
narrator. 


Agency Dynamics 


The nature of a given agency relationship and the scope of agency impact can 
vary over time. This change in agency over time is called agency dynamics. If 
these dynamics are orchestrated in order to express a theme such as the 
increasing emotional maturity of a character, then agency play has become an 
expressive resource varying according to aesthetic dictates at runtime. Stories 
that contain fixed levels of agency relationship and agency scope throughout 
runtime, which could be a conscious and expressive design decision in its own 
right, have static agency dynamics. 

One space to explore the dynamics between player agency and system agency 
is through semi-autonomous player characters (SPCs). In the domains of 
interactive narrative and gaming, characters are often categorized as player 
characters or NPCs. Player characters are often entirely controlled by players, 
whereas NPCs embrace system autonomy and are not usually subject to player 
command. Although most characters fall into one or the other category, some 
games have characters that incorporate traits of both. For instance, some player 
characters may convey their impatience by foot-tapping, exhibited in an early 
example by the player character in the 1985 Apple Ile game Captain Goodnight; 
the character also begins playing with a yo-yo or may smile when receiving 
bonuses to a character’s power. 
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FIGURE 19.6 Pac-Man is distraught in the image here from Pac-Man 2: The New Adventures because the 
player has shot him with a slingshot (causing his emotional state to change). 


User Input Direction 


All of these levels of agency can be directed by user input. For example, in Pac- 
Man 2: The New Adventures, the player does not directly control the Pac-Man 
character but can direct his attention toward certain objects or tasks—which the 
character sometimes refuses. The player can also hit Pac-Man with stones from a 
slingshot to abusively change his mood. Some experiences in the game are 
inaccessible unless Pac-Man is in the right mood at the right time, but the user 
can change Pac-Man’s mood only through indirect means, as shown in Figure 
19.6. 

This type of agency dynamics can be used expressively to provide a sense of 
personality to a player character while simultaneously providing necessary 
constraints on possible actions. In Terminal Time, mentioned earlier, player 
interaction to determine the ideological bias (e.g., technocentric or white 


supremacist) is minimal—just clapping. However, the user input is what offers 
players the strong sense of global agency in the piece because user votes cast by 
clapping determine all of the topics of the narrative. 

This discussion is a preliminary effort to carefully present a model of agency 
that includes often overlooked agency phenomena toward the development of a 
theory for the design of subjective computing systems. The account of all four 
dimensions certainly is not comprehensive, and the examples do not cover the 
entire area of expressive possibilities. Each is an area ripe for further 
exploration. The modest goal here is to present a new approach and vocabulary 
for considering the role of agency in subjective, cultural, and critical computing 
works. 


CONCLUSION: PHANTASMAL MEDIA AND THE 
POTENTIAL OF SUBJECTIVE COMPUTING SYSTEMS 


Agency play carries with it significant risks: users’ expectations for transparent 
control over systems can be violated; dynamic agency may cause the computer 
to seem unpredictable in response to user input. Under such circumstances user 
input may seem less meaningful if it is often seemingly ignored by the system. 
Users may need an indication of exactly when their agency has given way to 
system agency, and why. Yet agency play is a powerful expressive tool. 
Subjective computing works have matured to the stage that users are accustomed 
to many conventions of interaction and user agency. Remember, this type of 
improvisation is not simply free will (just as in jazz, playing “free” does not just 
mean mindlessly creating sounds at will). Self-reflexive, challenging, and 
provocative play with conventions at the intersection of user and system can 
yield new expressive directions. Agency play, again, is one of the hallmarks of 
the exemplary subjective computing systems that I call phantasmal media. 
Further elaborating the phantasmal media construct, I propose a set of 
characteristics that may render subjective computing systems into effective 
phantasmal media works. By “effective,” I mean that they strongly incorporate a 
number of the following characteristics. Phantasmal media are imaginative in 
that users can co-construct along with meanings provided by system designers. 
Authors provide frameworks for exploration within which users can construct 
their own meanings. At the same time, phantasmal media are socially engaged 
and transformative. In phantasmal media works, users can potentially engage in 
worldviews and experiences other than those they encounter in everyday life. 


This can potentially enable the user to be transformed internally and may be a 
catalyst for the user’s desire to effect change in the real world. Phantasmal media 
are inherently computational. The computer is used as a medium and its unique 
mode of structuring meaning through procedures and data can be exploited for 
expression (Harrell 2009, 2013; Manovich 2001; Murray 1997). Finally, 
phantasmal media are improvisational. Such systems create new experiences 
each time they are encountered. Usually, the meanings generated by each 
experience build upon each other in order to reveal emergent visions. Just as 
Brathwaite, in the poem “Trane” in the introduction of this chapter, described 
how John Coltrane’s saxophone improvisations can conjure a sense of longing 
for a stolen history, phantasmal media have the potential to conjure rich histories 
and build imaginative worlds. 

In defining a set of characteristics that denotes speculative exemplars, I posit a 
subjective set of aesthetic criteria. Improvisation is at the center of this aesthetic 
proposition. Yet it is not improvisation as a naive sense of freedom. It is 
improvisation as a sense of freedom that is only understood as it operates in 
relation to structure. It is a play of different types of freedom and different types 
of structure. It is improvisation as a system of exchange. Embracing the aesthetic 
sensibility of improvisation will play a part in enabling the computer to reach its 
potential to reflect the tragedies and triumphs of the human condition. 


NOTES 


This chapter draws on material from chapters 2 and 7 of D. Fox Harrell, 
Phantasmal Media: An Approach to Imagination, Computation, and Expression 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2013). 


1. Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertand Pontalis introduced the notion of the phantasm in the domain of 
psychoanalysis. The term has also been taken up by Gilles Deleuze. However, their notions are more 
apt to be appropriated by literary theorists than referenced by cognitive scientists. Since this chapter 
draws upon recent cognitive science approaches to imaginative cognition, the psychoanalytic notion of 
the phantasm is invoked only as a useful literary theoretic descriptor and not as a scientific term. See 
Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990). Also see Jean 
Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, “Fantasme originaire, fantasmes des origines, origine du 
fantasme,” Les temps modernes 19 (Jan-Juin 1964): 1833-1868, translated into English as Jean 
Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, “Fantasy and the Origins of Sexuality,” International Journal of 
Psychoanalysis 49, no. 1 (1968): 1-18. 

2. This notion of mental image is not considered to be merely a picture in someone’s head—it is 
understood here to involve the embodied, situated, and distributed basis of human conceptualization. 
See Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Tumer, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s 
Hidden Complexities (New York: Basic Books, 2002). Also see Edwin Hutchins, “Distributed 


Cognition,” paper presented at the International Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences, 
University of California, San Diego, CA, 2000, and Edwin Hutchins, “Distributed Cognition,” 
International Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences, ed. Neil J. Smelser and Paul B. 
Baltes, 2068-2072 (Oxford, UK: Elsevier, 2001); Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger, Situated Learning: 
Legitimate Peripheral Participation (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Francisco 
J. Varela, Evan Thompson, and Eleanor Rosch, The Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science and Human 
Experience (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991). 
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CHAPTER 20 


IMPROVISATION AND INTERACTION, CANONS 
AND RULES, EMERGENCE AND PLAY 


SIMON PENNY 


If we knew what it was we were doing, it would not be called research, would it? 


—Albert Einstein 


INTRODUCTION 


Over the last two decades, the availability of real-time computational 
technologies (hardware, software, and peripherals) has permitted the 
development of categorically new kinds of cultural practices in which the 
machine system is constituted as a quasi-organism that responds to changes or 
perturbations in its “Umwelt” according to behavioral rules (most often) 
contrived by the artist/author. These systems are found in “new media” forms 
such as online interactive worlds, augmented and mixed reality work, locative 
media, and fully physically embodied interactive installation and performance— 
in single and multiple participant, discrete, and distributed modalities. They 
conform to or derive from musical, literary, theatrical, and plastic arts genres, 
but the fundamental creative/technical practices of designing behaviors and 
implementing machine perception is largely without precedent in these arts 
traditions. This chapter proposes that a source for relevant aesthetic theory might 
be found in the improvisational forms that often exist as essential but informal 
dimensions of traditional arts practices and their knowledge bases. Within 
computational discourses and practices around the formal capabilities of 
computational systems there is a long and relevant history of discussion of 
questions of creativity, novelty, and emergence. Computer-based interactive art 
practices and traditions of improvisation thus provide as heterogeneous an 


interdisciplinary polyglot as one could wish for. This chapter explores that 
territory. 


INTERACTIVITY, IMPROVISATION, AND THE ARTS 


As a maker of digital interactive cultural artifacts coming from a fine arts 
background, it is bountifully evident to me that the aesthetic theory of 
conventional representation-based practices in the arts offers little guidance in 
the creation of artworks that behave. In the face of this theoretical vacuum, 
where might we find informed guidance for designing computational artifacts 
that have behavior? The main thesis of this chapter is that traditions of 
improvisation might offer useful input. There is a structural isomorphism 
between computer-based interaction and improvisatory practices in the fine and 
performing arts, as well as other points of relatedness. The chapter explores this 
isomorphism and points to how such practices might provide aesthetic models 
and theoretical insights that can inform the design of more aesthetically rich 
interactive cultural artifacts. Recognition of this isomorphism leads us into an 
interdisciplinary conversation that raises deeper questions about emergence and 
creativity in computational systems. The arguments herein therefore triangulate 
the trajectories of several traditions—improvisation, interactive art, and artificial 
life discourses. 

The advent of interactive cultural practices and the emergence of their design 
as a field of aesthetic decision making presents practitioners with a theory 
vacuum, because most of the areas of pre-computational cultural practices that 
inform such new forms are static or temporally locked. That is, none of those 
forms involve artifacts that possess behavior, “make decisions,” and “take 
actions” based on changes in its context in real time. There is therefore a lack of 
relevant aesthetic theory regarding the interactive dimension of such practices. 
Computer-based interactive cultural practices offer the user(s)/player(s) a 
constrained freedom—the opportunity of free action within a constrained gamut 
of possibilities defined by code, interface design, and input modalities. 
Improvisation in cultural practices likewise permits a freedom of action within a 
frame—in musical improvisation for instance, behavior is constrained by key, 
rhythm, mode, sruti, ragam, talam, and so forth. Karlheinz Stockhausen was 
clear on this matter: “One always connects improvisation with the presentation 
of underlying schemata, formulae and stylistic elements.”! It is worthy of note 
that a utopian rhetoric of “freedom” has characterized (naive) views of both 


improvisation and computer interaction. 

This idea of a constrained freedom constitutes part of the perceived 
isomorphism that is central in what follows. This conversation is undergirded by 
theoretical questions regarding emergence, novelty, and the nature of creativity 
itself in human, biological, evolutionary, and computational contexts. The 
chapter glosses some of those issues in order to provide a richer ground upon 
which to pursue the conversation. The following discussion will thus engage 
systems theory, distributed and enactive cognition discourse, theory of self- 
organizing and emergent systems, improvisation and performance studies, and 
other discourses, in the pursuit of a more developed theorization of the 
interactive cultural artifact. 

There has been a wide range of projects, academic and artistic, that have 
aimed at the generation of novelty—or the impression of novelty—in 
computational systems. At one extreme is the history of “choose your own 
adventure” interactive literature, which while often aesthetically novel, has 
generally relied on simplistic selection processes—simple selection rules for 
lookup tables and quasi-random selection over databases, and so on. This kind of 
system leads to a Pavlovian point-and-click mode of interaction now typical of 
computer games and World Wide Web interaction. There are clearly degrees in 
this continuum, running from button or menu style “user selection” to 
procedures that permit novel user-generated possibilities. 

At the other end of the scale are systems whose designers have a stake in 
theoretical questions of novelty in computational systems. Works that variously 
deploy AI techniques, genetic algorithms, neural nets, and other sophisticated 
techniques are discussed. A key variable in such works is whether they also 
engage the question of interaction. Many projects in Artificial Life Art traditions 
take the form of synthetic ecologies, which are observed as one might observe 
the goings on in an aquarium. Others provide an opportunity for the custom 
construction of synthetic life-forms, which are then let loose in a virtual ecology 
(see later discussion of Technosphere, Avolve). Another genre focuses 
specifically on the dynamics of embodied human engagement (work in the 
tradition of Myron Krueger, David Rokeby, et al.). These systems permit the 
user more autonomy but assume greater effort and skill on the user’s part—the 
range from “end user” to skilled virtuoso is again a continuum. Whether such 
interaction in some way constitutes improvisation is a subject for discussion. 
Nonetheless, various projects have focused centrally on the territory of real-time 
improvisatory machines in musical performance, notably Gordon Pask’s 
Musicolour and George Lewis’s Voyager. 

In discussions of interactive systems, basic terms must be elucidated and 


clarified at the outset. Interaction can be viewed from the perspective of machine 
design—in which the “user” is simply presumed to behave in a range of ways 
that are predictable, allowable, and designed-in. In this way, interactivity 
“constructs a user.”* Alternatively, interaction is viewed from the point of view 
of the interacting subject, and the dynamics of the machine system are all but 
ignored. Such an opposition smacks a little of the “science wars.” This 
user/machine binary also reinforces a subject/object dichotomy. Karen Barad has 
argued that such an a priori binary is an impediment to understanding of 
phenomena.’ My goal is to move beyond this binarism, toward a performative 
ontology in which the behavior of the system as a whole can be usefully 
discussed. Such an approach, I believe, offers the potential for both theory and 
practice to move beyond the cognitivist logjam. Central to my argument here is 
the idea that capacity for interactivity is dependent on a more fundamental 
capacity for (agent-like) behavior, and the construction and design of 
sophisticated behavior must precede the design of interaction. 


Technical History of Interactive Art 


The field of “digital” interactive art took off in the late 1980s with the general 
availability of the desktop computer. However, historically significant precursors 
and prototypes were developed in the previous 25 years that deployed various 
analog and digital technologies. Much interactive practice has sprung from the 
context of the plastic and visual arts. The reasons for this were largely 
technologically determined. The historical trajectory of the evolution of 
computational systems began with mathematical calculation. Processing of 
textual material followed. After basic numerical and textual representation, 
domestic and prosumer computer systems incorporated some capacity to 
digitize, generate, store, and manage static images and sounds. This was 
followed by increasing capabilities of input and output (scanners, printers, sound 
cards). The ability to combine such elements as “multimedia” and “desktop 
publishing” was facilitated by the fact that in computational contexts these 
elements had already been translated into compatible and computable elements 
and structures. Capacity to handle sound also developed incrementally.* But 
handling of sound or image as digital representation was only half the problem. 
As I have discussed previously, the institutional and bureaucratic formation of 
business and consumer computing culture meant that “input and output 
peripherals” for image and sound work were slow in developing.° Even with the 
advent of the Internet, movement of “media” files was tricky until well into the 


early years of the World Wide Web in the later 1990s. Through the first two 
decades of desktop computing, one constantly worked around input/output 
bottlenecks and data storage limitations. For instance, for a certain period, while 
it might have been possible to generate static or time-based imagery, there was 
no tractable way to record it, save pointing an analog video camera at the screen. 
Likewise, while it may have been possible to generate synthetic audio, it was 
more difficult to input recorded audio. For two decades, so-called analog-to- 
digital and digital-to-analog conversion hardware remained in the form of 
cumbersome external peripherals. It is only with technological convergence in 
the form of digital audio and image/video formats and technologies that these 
processes have become relatively facile. While the built-in camera is now 
ubiquitous, we should be mindful that this is a recent development. 

The ramping up of interactive capability followed a similar trajectory. As 
formats and processing capabilities advanced, real-time interaction came to 
incorporate increasingly rich media forms, from text, to text and monochrome 
line drawings, to the integration of animation, sound, and video. Increased 
capability for the handling of media types was paralleled by increasingly 
sophisticated data management and decision-making systems and a wider 
diversity of higher-performance sensors and input devices. 


Machines and Creativity 


Machines, as normally construed, do not improvise. When they do something 
that is unexpected they are broken. The screw-cutting lathe that creates a thread 
of varying pitch must be fixed. The blender that contributes shards of metal to 
the smoothie is bound for the recycle bin. The desktop computer is framed 
around such instrumental functionality. The last thing I want topsdbns 
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. exactly. We want our word processor to be predictable and ready-to-hand. 
This is not something we expect from an artwork. We want to be surprised by an 
artwork. In discussing computer-based interaction and specifically interactive art 
and cultural practices vis-a-vis improvisation, we recognize that a interactive 
system designed for cultural purposes is expected to respond in a poetical or 
inventive, mildly surprising way to user behavior. But clearly, random responses 
would be simply tedious. What then constitutes an interesting response from a 
machine to a human action? One might propose something like a Turing test—it 


would be similar to the kind of response one might get in a rewarding 
conversation with an intelligent, informed, and motivated partner—relevant yet 
provocative, propelling the exchange “forward”—a response that surprises yet 
tacitly acknowledges the current frame.° 

Such responses are always constrained by the given structure of the machine 
system, whose output must be codified in terms of the output modalities it has 
been provided with, usually constrained to two-channel audio and presentation 
of colored pixels on a medium-sized flat surface. The system will never juggle, 
no matter what the context or internal computation. Output is always (already) 
constrained. You can have any color, as long as it is in the gamut, you can have 
any note, within the range of the audio output system. (Constraint on variety is 
discussed further later in the chapter.) All computers perform predefined 
procedures (algorithms) upon a stream of already structured data. Their 
operations are rule-based, and like any engineering pursuit, such rules allow no 
room for interpretation. An instruction like “make a jazz noise here” does not 
compute. 


THE (POOR) LEGACY OF THE FINE AND PERFORMING 
ARTS 


Interactive art practice—that is, art practices that deploy real-time computing to 
generate responsive behaviors—is a novel pursuit at the intersection of two 
historically disparate domains—engineering and the fine arts. One might go as 
far as to say that these domains have been constituted by their mutual opposition 
on a continuum between (ir)rationality and objectivism/subjectivism. Lurking in 
this pursuit are all the possible pitfalls of any radically interdisciplinary endeavor 
—and any number of unsuspecting practitioners have fallen into those pits, 
myself included. Some, regrettably, seem unaware that their domain of practice 
is in one or other such pits (such a pit might be, for instance, the implementation 
of a technical method that at some deep level is opposed to the larger aesthetic 
politics of the project). The constraints and pressures imposed on practices by 
the incorporation of computer systems are discussed in more detail later in the 
chapter. Here I draw attention to the paucity of useful support for the practice 
from the domain of the arts. 

As systems increased in computational power and database systems became 
more tractable, the capability of real-time action over larger numbers of larger 
files became possible, first in the domain of production, then increasingly in the 


domain of user interaction. This opened up possibilities for the production of 
dynamical cultural artifacts: artworks that could change their behavior as a result 
of changes in their environment, as detected by whatever sensor systems they 
were equipped with. But traditional practices of the fine arts were and had been 
concerned with the faithful and reliable production of artifacts, images, and 
sounds, and as such, questions of autonomous and interactive behavior and their 
design and management never arose. Practitioners of interactive practices 
therefore were left in something of a theoretical void. Nothing in the theoretical 
corpus of the fine arts prepares one for the task of designing an artifact that 
behaves. 

Looking further afield in the arts, one finds little more in terms of support. 
The temporal image practices of film and video are as interactive as a freight 
train. Nothing will perturb the movie from its headlong hurtling down its 
predetermined track, save outright derailment. Music, dance, and theater 
likewise, according to convention, are mainly concerned with the reproduction 
of ossified symbolic records—the script and the score. And literature—literature 
is that ossified symbolic record. This “command and control” approach could be 
called the blueprint model for art. In biosemiotics, such a process is called 
symbolically directed construction: the symbols, to a greater or lesser degree, 
dictate the performance, with the composer, playwright, or author dictating the 
symbols. 

Improvisation and interactivity both occupy marginal positions with respect to 
conventional arts practices. According to the logic of this chapter, these two 
practices are also linked in the sense that interactivity can be thought of as 
automated improvisation. It is in these evanescent areas of performative practice, 
where invention can take place in the moment of practice, that we might look for 
experience and strategies useful in the construction of interactive art. In what 
follows, I will discuss improvisation with respect to several areas of 
technological discourse, including artificial intelligence and artificial life, and 
will relate improvisation to generativity, emergence, and dynamical and self- 
organizing systems, as well as to concepts of responsiveness, creativity, 
invention, novelty, surprise, and play. 


REPRESENTATIONALISM, PERFORMATIVITY, AND 
CODE 


The terms representation, representational, and _ representationalism are 


inflected variously in different theoretical writing. My usage arises from the 
confluence of AI and cognitive science and their (phenomenological) critiques. 
Fundamental to a cognitivist view of the world is the idea that human (and other) 
intelligence operates on symbolic representations of the world. That is, that 
intellect is not performed in the world itself in an embedded ongoing way, but on 
abstracted representations of it in a logical space. This is the basic commitment 
of Newell and Simon’s Physical Symbol System Hypothesis, the root document 
of AI. Such a position is clearly a technical implementation dependent upon the 
great Cartesian bifurcation between the res cogitans and the res extensa. The 
most astonishing thing one must observe about this idea that has influenced 
western culture so profoundly is that it is a fiction without a shred of scientific 
evidence to support it. This makes its influence in the so-called “scientific 
period” all the more inexplicable. One of the ways in which this idea has 
permeated western culture is the epistemological commitment to alphanumeric 
representation not just as a mode of knowledge but also as the definitive 
evidence of the existence or possibility of (that particular) knowledge. 

The assumption of such mental representationalism reinforces the authority of 
extrapolated symbolically encoded physical documents (equations, texts, scores, 
and programs). Michael Polanyi’s dictum that “we know more than we can say” 
points in the direction of other sorts of knowledge, and we might extend this 
dictum to assert that we can say more than we can encapsulate in alphanumeric 
codifications. Many kinds of arts and cultural practices, and especially 
improvisatory practices, inhabit these realms of “tacit knowledge.”’ This 
difference is key to the ontological gap between such practices and academic 
cultures of text and number. 

Andrew Pickering developed an analysis of scientific practice that 
distinguished between representational and performative idioms. My argument 
here is that many cultural forms subscribe to this representational idiom, and 
their practices involve, centrally, translation into and out of the representational, 
in the form of scores and scripts. Around the edges of these representational 
idioms persist performative practices that by their nature resist the codification 
upon which the conventional aspects of the discipline have built their 
institutional edifices—documents and _ libraries, publishing enterprises, 
intellectual property, copyright and licensing fees. 

Improvisatory cultural practices have been regarded as standing in opposition 
to master discourse(s). This has to do, I would argue, at least partly with a 
commitment to the emergent possibilities of an embodied present and a resulting 
unwillingness to commit to the ossification of the representational. As such, 
improvisational practices stand as exemplary of a performative ontology. 


Characteristic of the politics of such practices is a resistance to the process of 
validation of materially engaged and temporally embodied practice via 
translation into regimes of symbolic representation—that is, to the procedures of 
a representationalist epistemology. 

This performative quality is also definitive of (much) interactive art. In 
interactivity of an instrumental variety—working with a word processor or 
navigating the Web—interactive actions are designed to be, as much as possible, 
transparent and automatic. In interactive art, the active commitment by the user 
to actions, and the experience of effecting such actions and perceiving their 
results, is constitutive of the work itself. Nor would it be useful here to adopt a 
strict | representational/performative dichotomy. There is much 
representationalism within performance and the performative, and coding is a 
representationalist pursuit par excellence. Code is a paradoxical object—it is a 
text and it is a machine. As such it is both representational and performative. It 
behaves, and it can be generative, but can the behaviors of such code be said to 
be improvisatory? Or should we say that it is the machine that performs the 
code? In this case, code would retain its simple representational status, according 
to the reified Cartesian binary. But if we cast the hardware itself as performing, 
rather than simply executing instructions, this disrupts the hierarchy of the 
dualism. 

Another way of looking at the question that is sympathetic to the themes being 
developed here is that if a machine is solipsistically number crunching, 
executing code to perform some mathematical calculation, like pi to a million 
places, the code/machine complex is utterly deterministic—not unlike a pianola 
playing a piano roll. But if the machine has sensors that monitor some aspect of 
the world through time, then the code/machine/sensor system ceases to be so 
simplistically deterministic. In fact, it comes to have the characteristics we are 
ascribing to improvisatory practice, in the sense that the system will act in 
accordance with the constraints and directives of the code, but its behavior will 
nonetheless be unpredictable to the extent that the data derived from the sensors 
will be unpredictable. 


Improvisation in Living 


In music, dance, and theater—practices that are formalized with systems of 
textual codification—improvisation is unusual, and where it does happen, it 
takes the form of a more or less constrained freedom of action within the defined 
practices of a canon or genre. Further afield from such high cultural pursuits—in 


martial arts, football (of various sorts), dancing tango—improvisation is the rule 
rather than the exception. Improvisation is an integral part of the activity, which 
involves free action within a set of constraining conventions. In mundane life— 
gardening, doing the dishes—it’s improvisation all the way down. 
Improvisation, as an informal way of living, characterizes much of what people 
do most of the time, just as most of what people do most of the time is largely 
routine. It may seem paradoxical to propose that life is characteristically both 
improvisational and routine. Yet cybernetically and phenomenologically, this 
seems irrefutable (Maturana, Varela, Dreyfus, Agre). Routines, as part of tacit 
knowledge, are in some sense inexplicit rules, so the general model of 
constrained freedom within structured practices persists. Living is adaptation, 
and adaptation is the application of known and relevant routines to novel 
contexts. If the idea seems strange, it may be due to the prevalence of a 
particular notion of intelligence. 

An axiomatic assertion in cognitivist psychology is that problem solving is 
fundamental to human intelligence. Working from ideas presented by Paul 
Edwards, Les Levidow,® Philip Agre, and Hubert Dreyfus, I propose that this 
axiomatic assumption, like most, bears examination. Edwards described in detail 
the parallel evolution of the cold war mentality and Artificial Intelligence as a 
(fundable) field of research. Levidow described such a militarized mentality as 
“paranoid rationality.” Although, as discussed earlier, a commitment to 
intelligence as logical operations on symbols owes much to Descartes and to 
Plato, a notion of intelligence that valorized logical rule following, planning, and 
“problem-solving” is evidently related to this diabolical combination of paranoid 
militarism and artificial intelligence. Dreyfus offered a Heideggerian critique of 
theories of learning based on cognitivist models. Subsequently, Agre proposed 
an approach to AI rooted not in the assumption that the world is a dangerous 
place that demands constant cognitive vigilance, but rather in a conception of 
life as largely routine. The world is not (normally) a site of dangerous 
“problems” to be solved, as per the cold war cognitivist construction of 
intelligence. Contrarily, the world is generally routine and benign, and when 
novel situations occur, we tend to deal with them by deploying already known 
problem-solving strategies. That is not to say that we, or other creatures, do not 
solve problems, nor that problem solving is not an indication of intelligence. But 
contra the cold war anxiety, the world is (blessedly) tedious and novelty is rare. 
People find situations that are constantly dangerous in novel ways stressful and 
fatiguing, and we try to avoid them. But we enjoy opportunities to gently 
surprise ourselves, though some surprises, like the notice of imminent shut off of 
the gas or being rear-ended in the car, are unwelcome. And indeed, much that we 


take to be pleasurable in play is structured around problem solving. 

The flexible adaptation of learned behavioral components to varying mildly 
novel situations is, one might suggest, a key aspect of the exercise of human 
intelligence in the world. The groceries will always be bagged, but the packages 
are never quite the same in size, shape, and number. Likewise, the dancer makes 
a new combination of movements in relation to a novel context, but the 
component actions are already known as sensorimotor routines and seldom 
exceed that range of capability, otherwise injury is the usual consequence. 
Moreover, actions are expressed via the normal complement of normally 
conformed limbs—limbs do not change shape and new limbs do not sprout. 


The Improvisatory Umwelt 


Pioneer ethologist Jakob von Uexkiill gave the term umwelt (life-world) to the 
experiential world of a creature. He proposed that the richness and 
dimensionality of the world of each creature is given by its temporal and 
physical scale and its perceptual and sensorimotor capabilities. Various creatures 
can inhabit the same “place,” but though we may postulate a theoretical 
objective, “place,” its full extent is experientially unknowable to its inhabitants, 
due to their limited suite of sensors. These umwelts may intersect, in which case 
their inhabitants can identify the same things. Some animals construct their 
umwelts via senses others do not have—the infrared sense of some snakes, the 
echolocation of bats. But creatures may also cohabit the same “place” and be 
unaware of each other, as their umwelts do not intersect. Dogs and people can 
identify the smell of a barbecue, but whether that smell “means” the same thing 
for dogs and people takes us into the territory of Gibsonian affordance ontology. 
Our olfactory umwelt is a subset of that of dogs. We recognize that the olfactory 
worlds of dogs are far richer than our own, but we have no way to enter those 
worlds.” 

Our perception of improvisation is thus constrained by our biologically 
determined perceptual capabilities and timescales. Dogs may have a highly 
developed olfactory art form. A tree might fairly be said to be improvising when 
it sprouts leaves according to the seasons, the movement of the sun, and adjacent 
areas of shadow cast by other (similarly improvising) trees. Likewise, slime 
molds and communities of bacteria perform delicate improvisational dances in 
relation to changing biophysical contexts. But the performances of the bacteria, 
the slime molds, and the trees are out of our perceptual range in terms of 
temporal and physical scale. One might make similar observations about the 


growth of cities and towns. What of the activities of the painter? Can we say that 
a painter is engaged in a slow solo improvisation as she paints? One might ask 
why I am pursuing such seemingly absurd questions. It is to forge a link between 
improvisation and notions of adaptation and emergence in biology and artificial 
life. While cultural pursuits such as Carnatic improvisation involve sophisticated 
mentation, we might usefully drop our anthropocentrist guard for a moment or 
two to consider creative invention among other species. Such connections will 
then provide a nicely triangulated context for discussing the behavior of 
(computational) machines that produce behaviors that emulate or resemble 
improvisatory behavior. 


RULES, LOGICAL FRAMES, SURPRISE, AND PLAY 


Improvisation in the sense we have been discussing is performance in which the 
performers—vis-d-vis preset scores, scripts, rules, cultural and _ artistic 
conventions—have a freedom of action that is itself constrained. One improvises 
within a defined domain. Infinite improvisation looks like chaos, or the world. 
One may play strange notes, but it is inadmissible to pour glacial nitric acid into 
the horn of your partner’s saxophone. You may play soccer but it is unacceptable 
to shoot the ball with a bullet from a gun. I may improvise with the materials 
from which I build my house, but only from within the frame of viable materials 
—soap bubbles and birthday cake are out. 

Improvisation is a structured opportunity for constrained surprise, a game of 
exploration and experimentation. Any realm of improvisation implies a frame, a 
domain. Canons and genres are quasi-logical domains—contexts with axioms, 
frames, and rules. A domain has a language that is operational only within that 
domain. A more encompassing language is required to move outside the domain 
in question, into a domain in which the domain in question is then a subset. 

Creative practices are of two types with respect to such domains—the 
manipulation of formal variables within the frame, and the breaking of the 
frame. All manner of watercolor paintings are possible, but an attempt to make 
watercolor painting three-dimensional would go beyond the conventional frame. 
We might call the former a combinatoric kind of invention. The latter—an 
intentional pushing at the genre envelope in an almost algebraic way—has been 
the modus operandi of avant-gardism throughout the twentieth century. 


ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND MACHINE 
CREATIVITY 


Questions of machine creativity arose at least as early as the postwar cybernetic 
period (i.e., von Neumann’s self-reproducing automata). In the AI community, 
this debate was the basis of a division between the so-called “neats” and 
“scruffies.” The work of Roger Schank in natural language understanding and 
story generation is emblematic of the “scruffy” heuristic approach, while the 
work of John McCarthy is representative of the “neat” school. Although this 
division is crucial within the AI community, it is seldom made explicit outside 
the field. In general the Neats were concerned with the automation of purely 
logical reasoning, while the Scruffies were preoccupied with the emulation of 
human capabilities (heuristics). 

More recent perspectives cast doubt upon the possibility of truly creative 
actions in a machine whose operations are limited to the manipulation of pre- 
defined symbolic tokens on the basis of Boolean logical rules. Around the late 
1980s, significant cracks were appearing in the edifice of “good old-fashioned” 
Al, as indicated by the “symbol grounding problem” (Harnad) and the “frame 
problem” (McCarthy and Hayes), which are related questions of implicit 
knowledge and “common sense.” Dreyfus (1972, 1979, 1992) and others offered 
related critiques (i.e., Searle 1980). In recognition of the stymied hopes for 
generating computer-based creativity via Artificial Intelligence methods, a 
central concern in the new field of Artificial Life (AL, or Alife) was the 
development of mechanisms for generating novelty by simulating biological 
processes. This return to biological models—often covertly—treintroduced ideas 
from cybernetics back into circulation—ideas of adaptation, emergence, and 
self-organizing systems. 

The notion of creativity has affinity with emergent order and emergent 
novelty, and more generally with “self-organizing system” terminology that 
immediately links the idea with pre-digital cybernetic/systems-theoretic 
thinking. Loosely speaking, a self-organizing system is one that manifests new 
organization de novo. Roughly contemporary with the heyday of AI, cybernetics 
took a philosophical turn in what is usually referred to as “second-order 
cybernetics,” which took up the implications of the observing subject as a key 
concern. This concern is memorably captured in the maxim of Heinz von 
Foerster: “Objectivity is a subject’s delusion that observing can be done without 
him,” a postulation closely echoed by Humberto Maturana: “Anything said is 


said by an observer.” 


ARTIFICIAL LIFE, EMERGENCE, AND SURPRISE 


AL confronted the question of “creativity” in synthetic systems in a quite 
different way from the way AI had. The question “Can a computer be creative?” 
was not in this case reduced to inference procedures but was connected to the 
emulation of duplication of emergence and specifically emergent complex 
behavior and self-organization in digital environments. Improvisation, surprise, 
emergence, generativity, creativity, and novelty are all explicit or implicit in AL 
literature. In the discourse of complexity and self-organizing and dynamical 
systems, “surprise” is conceived of as “emergent”—an arising of 
(meta)properties that were not previously present in a system. The key quality of 
“emergence” is that it is fundamentally nonreductive. Emergent phenomena arise 
out of and are constituted by underlying processes, but the behaviors and 
categories of phenomena manifested therein are autonomous from the 
underlying processes and irreducible to them. Oft cited examples include the 
complex collaborative behaviors of colonial organisms such as sponges and 
slime molds, the architecture of termite mounds, and the arising of 
consciousness from neural structure. 

AL is/was a heterogeneous field that included several research areas pertinent 
to this discussion that we might summarize as evolutionary dynamics, reactive 
robotics, social organisms, and connectionism and neural networks. AL claimed 
to create, simulate, or be modeled upon (various “hard” and “soft” Alife 
positions) “life’”—“in a silicon substrate,” as many AL researchers were wont to 
remark. The question of the scale and the range of possible variety available 
within the “computational” vis-a-vis the biological thus required some attention. 
On the one hand, much AL research was concerned with computational 
simulation of “life,” and so computational processes that were life-like, such as 
cellular automata, were of great interest. On the other hand, the Wet Alifers were 
concerned with doing things to/with living organisms—the new field of 
synthetic biology is an offshoot. 

Self-evidently, evolutionary dynamics are engines of variety generation, and 
techniques of evolutionary computing and genetic algorithms were developed 
and shown to exhibit some of the qualities of biological evolution. The 
techniques of genetic algorithms and evolutionary computing arose to simulate 
some of the aspects of development through biological evolution. The work of 


John Holland and Tom Ray brought previous work in computational modeling 
of genetics to a larger AL audience.'! Like any simulation, situations were 
idealized, simplified, abstracted, or analogized. Such systems often implemented 
a process of mutation and selection over many generations. These systems do 
generate unpredictable novelty, which is a source of continuing fascination. But 
“evolution” occurred in a teleological sense, toward a (predefined) goal state, 
defined by “fitness criteria.” Each generation would be culled to a few 
individuals who came closest to the fitness criteria. 

A focus on the behavior of simple animals and insects led to the reactive 
robotics of Rodney Brooks et al. As Brooks observed, it was bald-faced hubris to 
imagine we could build human-like machine intelligence if we could not build a 
machine with the capabilities of a cockroach. Likewise a variety of biological 
systems (social organisms) and non-biological systems that demonstrate 
“emergent complex behavior” came to have special importance in AL circles. A 
fourth area of (renewed) interest was connectionism and techniques such as 
simulated neural networks. In general the AL fields of inquiry focused on 
mechanisms for generating novelty, including phenomena such as consciousness 
and “intelligence” that might be understood as more associationist than 
deductive. 

In all this work, deeper questions of what constitutes “novelty” or 
“emergence” begged clarification. The term “emergence” is often applied 
loosely, and one person’s emergence is another’s predictable if complex 
system.!* If Artificial Life is about surprise, the question of what constitutes 
surprise had to be asked. Over several decades, Peter Cariani has provided some 
analytic precision by deploying systems-theoretic approaches to analyze various 
categories of “emergence” in the context of robotics and artificial life. Cariani 
(2012) makes the primary distinction between what he terms “combinatoric” and 
“creative” emergence.!? These categories correspond to the notions discussed 
above of operating within a framework of set constraints versus creating new 
frameworks. Combinatoric emergence consists in the recombination of existing 
symbol primitives, which brings us back again to Gédel. This is the kind of 
emergence that can be pursued in software systems. Although this space can be 
large, it is countable and not infinite. Creative emergence requires the generation 
of new primitives—in the computer world this would correspond to the 
development of, if not new hardware, then new procedures. 

The limits proposed by Cariani—consistent with phenomenological critiques 
of AI, the frame problem, and Harnad’s symbol-grounding problem—concerned 
the given-ness in ALife of the silicon “hardware substrate” and the flexibility 


(via evolution) of the “hardware substrate” in biology.‘* Cariani develops the 
notion of the ability to evolve new sensors as generally exceeding AI and AL 
techniques, although evolvable hardware has been pursued with some limited 
success.!° The idea of evolvable hardware comes close to von Neumann’s grail 
of the self-reproducing robot/automaton. The conception of combinatoric 
emergence suggests an isomorphic fit between improvisational and 
computational procedures. Cariani’s “creative” category can then be identified 
with the community of new instrument makers (acoustic, electronic, and digital) 
who have followed in the path of composer Harry Partch—making new 
hardware substrates for new behaviors. 

Clearly all existing (all possible?) software-based generative and interactive 
systems depend on combinatoric emergence. In order to focus the question in the 
context of our current concerns, we might ask: Do improvisatory practices 
breach the combinatoric/creative barrier or do they fit into the category of 
combinatorial emergence within a general taxonomy of emergence? In general, 
improvisatory practices remain genre-bound and thus in the realm of the 
combinatoric. In certain cases, improvisatory practices have generated entirely 
new genres—the case of the Living Theatre comes to mind, as well as some live 
video—based improvisatory practices of the 1970s (Wegman, Acconci, Campus). 

But such genre-busting events are rare and sporadic, like successful 
mutations; an analogy with Gouldian punctuated equilibrium seems apt. When 
these breakthroughs do occur, they are found to be disturbing and disorienting— 
until new worldviews can be grown around them. The growth of new 
worldviews—like the stabilization of an ecology around a new or introduced 
species—is roughly comparable to a second key idea in Cariani’s analysis, 
which is itself rooted in the second-order cybernetics of von Foerster et al. 
(Cariani also cites Ernst von Glasersfeld.) This idea is “emergence relative to a 
model”—the general notion being that the occurrence of creative emergence is 
only palpable when the behavior of the system becomes inexplicable according 
to the descriptive or explanatory model deployed by the observer. This model is 
an externally imposed reference and must be known and shared for the behavior 
to be perceived as improvisatory. The point relevant to the current context is the 
necessity of a preexisting (and shared) model, representation, or frame of 
reference for improvisation to “make sense.” Responses like “it doesn’t make 
sense,” or “it’s just noise,” imply the lack of a shared model between actor and 
observer. 

The problem with a machine that possessed “creative emergence,” then, 
would be that it would constantly exceed our capability to conceptualize its 


frame of reference—it would be confusing and as such would be likely to exceed 
the psychological comfort zone of any particular viewer/users, and the 
experience would be perceived as unpleasant!® —not unlike the experience (for 
many) of Survival Research Laboratories (SRL) or the Catalan performance 
group La Fura Dels Baus. !” 


THE GENERATIVE AND THE IMPROVISATORY 


What is a generative system? A novel with two possible endings can hardly be 
regarded as generative, nor can a “choose your own adventure” book. The range 
of possibilities is firmly encoded in ink on paper; any “surprise” quotient is 
minimal and predefined. The surprise is written on the page and simply waiting 
for you to read it. Card games (poker, bridge, or 500) are generative, but only 
within the combinatoric range of the existing cards and the established rules— 
you’ll never get an eleven of diamonds. So a generative system generates in 
(perceptual) real time. A computer poker game is generative only in the most 
trivial sense—if a computing device happened to have stored all possible 
outcomes, how could we tell? A random number generator (or a pseudo-random 
number generator—who can tell the difference?) is generative, but it’s hardly 
interesting—at least to creatures like us. So what constitutes interest? Some kind 
of pattern and some kind of development? That is, meta-patterning: establishing 
a pattern, then breaking it, only to develop a larger pattern of which the prior 
smaller pattern and its breakage can be seen to be a part. This sounds like a 
compositional strategy. It also conforms to the idea of Gédelian nesting—a 
language is established, its rules are broken, producing a phase of 
incomprehensibility, then a new rule set is established that includes the rules of 
the first pattern and the “rules” of the breakage. 


IMPROVISING AGENTS, IMPROVISING INTERACTION 


As suggested earlier, the concern here is first with sophisticated behavior and 
subsequently with interaction. The least theoretico-aesthetically developed 
improvisatory/interactive systems depend simply upon queriable databases as 
sources of output. The paradigm that has become dominant in computer gaming 
is not much more sophisticated: the pursuit of a higher score or a speedy 
transition to the next level in some domineering architectonic virtuality. Certain, 


more interesting, kinds of interactive system are conceived as active and 
provocative participants, and some systems construct the human participant as 
actively inventive. With the foregoing as background, the following roughly 
chronological survey identifies a range of what we might call behaving 
aesthetico-technical systems or autonomous cultural agents. The list is by no 
means exhaustive, but these works exemplify concerns discussed previously, 
particularly in the way they elaborate modalities of improvisatory action or 
interaction. 

Some of the works here manifest complex behavior but are not “interactive.” 
Improvisation in the human domain can be a solitary pursuit, or it can involve 
two or more performers simultaneously. The idea of time-displaced 
improvisation seems to make little sense—something in the past cannot respond; 
real-time response seems fundamental. Given the issues touched upon earlier 
regarding the status of code as both representational text and performative 
machine, there is a curiously deep set of questions regarding how we cast the 
machine—as an improviser-performer, as a time-displaced representation or 
avatar of the composer/programmer, or as a Spatially displaced avatar or the 
performer (in the case of telematic performance). Some of these questions are 
clarified in the following examples. 

The Musicolour of British cybernetician Gordon Pask (and collaborator Robin 
McKinnon-Wood) was the first machine system for which real improvisatory 
capability was claimed. Musicolour was substantially developed between 1948 
and 1952. Consistent with Pask’s general theory of interaction, this 
improvisatory behavior, which was constituted by light patterns, was conceived 
as acting in both a responsive and creative manner in engagement with a 
similarly inventive human musician. Because no record survives, what the 
Musicolour actually did is not known with precision, but one can assume certain 
kinds of behaviors based on the vintage of the technology, the standard 
electronic techniques of the time, and the known behaviors of related machines 
—such as Ross Ashby’s Homeostat and Grey Walter’s Turtles.‘® Musicolour’s 
behavior was likely to have been a combination of coarse band filtration of the 
audio signal, analogous tracking of dynamics, time delay, and, as Pask states, a 
capacity to become “bored”—which probably amounted to a behavior change 
based on an accumulating charge on a capacitor. There are tantalizingly brief 
mentions of a “sequence of operations” and an “adaptive threshold device” that 
suggest something more complex. There is reference to “symbols” but not to 
“programs.” 1948 was the year the Manchester “baby” ran its first program, so 
while Pask may have been familiar with the thinking behind early stored 
program computers, Musicolour appears to have been substantially analog. 


Behaviors were probably hardwired analog circuits with electromechanical 
elements (relays and servo-motors). The method by which new “behaviors” were 
selected was probably some semi-random switching akin to the mechanisms of 
Ashby’s Homeostat. 

Von Neumann called Ashby’s Homeostat a “machine to think with,” and we 
can surely say the same of the Musicolour in the realm of the automation of 
aesthetic invention. It would be hubris to imagine that such systems were 
necessarily primitive in their behavior just because the technology appears 
primitive to us. In recent years, many far more trivial automated amusements 
have been made with digital technologies that are orders of magnitude more 
complex. In any case, Musicolour seems to have been a fairly richly endowed 
autonomous aesthetic agent that shared the stage equally with a human 
performer. There is little here of the more common paradigms of the information 
vending machine or the automated accompanist. Musicolour was, as far as we 
can tell, not simply a pioneering work of interactive art but an improvising 
machine. 

An early example of digitally implemented, embodied improvisatory art is 
David Rokeby’s Very Nervous System (VNS) (1988). While Musicolour 
generated light in response to music, VNS generated music in response to light 
—primitive video of a user’s gestural movements. VNS used simple machine 
vision (camera tracking) to create real-time acoustic accompaniment (assembled 
from stored samples). The system cannot be said to have possessed significant 
generative behavior (it did not compose melodies), but the behavior of users was 
collaborative, exploratory, and improvisatory as they attuned their movements to 
the sensitivities of VNS. As in the case of many interactive installations, the 
rapid adaptivity and inventive play of users quickly becomes the most interesting 
aspect of the work. 

While much interactive art hews to scopophilic conceptions of (“screenal”) 
spectacle, there is a class of interactive art that has the interesting effect of 
turning the users’ attention and the attention of onlookers toward their own 
behavior. Contemporary with VNS is George Lewis’s Voyager (1986—1988)—a 
software-based interactive computer music system explicitly conceived in the 
spirit of “a nonhierarchical, improvisational, subject-subject model of 
discourse.”!? Informed by the multi-instrumentalist improvisatory practices of 
the AACM,”° Voyager generates its own musical output in the absence of a 
human performer, and therefore provides a human improvising partner with 
provocative interventions. Lewis is emphatic that “with no built-in hierarchy of 
human leader/computer follower—no ‘veto’ buttons, footpedals or physical cues 


—all communication between the system and the improvisor takes place 
sonically.”*! Voyager is a case of a virtuosic system designed for use by 
virtuosos. Much interactive art is designed with the assumption of an unskilled 
or untrained “public” as opposed to highly skilled users who may well be also 
the author of the system. This changes the relationship between human and 
machine dramatically. 

Avolve (1994-1995), by Christa Sommerer and Laurent Mignonneau,*~ was 
one of several notable interactive 3D computer graphic works directly inspired 
by AL. In Avolve, users create a rudimentary simulated aquatic organism in a 
graphical editor interfaced via a touchscreen. The created creature is then 
released into a pond to swim and compete with other occupants. One looks down 
on the pond, which is a horizontal projection surface covered with a few inches 
of water. Technosphere (1995), by Jane Prophet, Gordon Selley et al., was a 
richly elaborated internet-based virtual wilderness park.*? Works like 
Technosphere brought together developments of the previous decade in 
evolutionary computing and genetic algorithms, real-time 3D_ graphics, 
procedural and fractal-based modeling, and nascent web-based technologies. As 
with Avolve, users could build creatures and release them into the world, then 
could track and visit them. Technosphere was a visually rich realization of the 
kind of net-based digital wilderness park that Tom Ray had called for just a few 
years before. But whereas Technosphere was a visually rich, simulated natural 
terrestrial world—with a real-world physics (gravity, etc.), Ray’s proposal was 
for a “digitally natural” environment in which the relevant physics involved 
memory allocation, processors, cycles, and baud rates, and the expressed goal 
was to create a space where potentially useful algorithms could evolve—to be 
later harvested. Ray’s proposal thus had more in common with the malevolent 
kinds of digital vermin we often have to deal with—viruses, worms, and trojan 
horses. 

Jon McCormack is an artist and computer scientist with a long history of AL 
projects dating back to the early 1990s. His current work in the area of 
autonomous social behaving systems is exemplified by Eden (2004):** “Eden is 
an interactive, self-generating, artificial ecosystem. A cellular world is populated 
by collections of evolving virtual creatures. Creatures move about the 
environment, making and listening to sounds, foraging for food, encountering 
predators and possibly mating with each other. Over time, creatures evolve to fit 
their landscape.”° 

Sympathetic Sentience, a work by Simon Penny and Jamison Schulte 
(1996),*° aimed at creating a hardware electronic environment that exhibited 
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emergent behavior. Inspired by discussions of emergent complexity, there was a 
desire to contrive the most minimal physically instantiated system that would 
manifest such behavior. The twelve units in Sympathetic Sentience 
communicated in a one-way serial loop, like the telephone game. Alone, each 
unit could only generate a single chirp at regular but semi-random intervals, but 
in collaboration, this community of simple electronic organisms manifested 
emergent behavior. While the serial loop persisted, the system, and each unit, 
demonstrated unpredictable, constantly changing, but melodic and rhythmic 
behavior. After an initial startup period, the ongoing sound sequence maintained 
about 50 percent saturation (the duration of silence as opposed to the duration of 
sound). This quasi-stability was a surprisingly complex (emergent?) 
consequence of the presence of xor gates at every node. (An xor or “exclusive 
or” gate is one of the standard digital logic “gates.” In this case, the xor gates 
had the effect of suppressing extremes of over and under saturation of signal.) 

A project that engages an untrained user in an ongoing improvisatory 
verbal/textual exchange is Facade by Mateas and Stern (2005). Facade is an 
interactive story, a drama for three characters, one of whom is the user—the 
other two are software agents. The scene is always the same: Grace and Trip are 
having relationship difficulties, and the user plays the role of an old friend who 
visits, unaware of the state of their relationship. The drama plays out in different 
ways, but the action always conforms to a dramatic arc. Facade is a successor to 
the projects of Joe Bates’s Oz group at Carnegie-Mellon in the 1990s. The Oz 
group was concerned with the development of interactive drama and believable 
agents, constructed with sophisticated AI techniques. Facade is designed to 
conform to a conventional and well-known structure like any episode of a soap 
opera. Within this constrained context, the user can make interventions and the 
(software) characters respond and interact with the user and with each other, but 
there are rules of exclusion and “illegal” responses in Facade. 

Silent Barrage (2008) is a cyborgian organism with a sculptural and robotic 
physical body connected via Internet to its remote brain, which is an 
electronically interfaced array of cultured living rat neurons.*” As such Silent 
Barrage reifies a Cartesian brain body separation, though the brain is clearly 
material and biological. The brain—cultured by Dr. Steve Potter at the 
Laboratory for Neuroengineering at Georgia Tech in Atlanta—receives 
information extracted from video regarding the movement of visitors among the 
grid of poles that constitute the body of the cyborg. The reaction of the rat 
neuron culture is expressed as lines inscribed on the poles in the exhibition 
space, drawn by electromechanical devices on each pole. Begun in 2006, the 
main collaborators in the project were Philip Gamblen, Guy Ben-Ary, Peter Gee, 


Dr. Nathan Scott, and Brett Murray, all affiliated with the Australian BioArt lab 
SymbioticA. 

The generation of poetic or narrative text has a venerable place in the history 
of computer programming.*® One of the first working computer programs wrote 
love letters. In 1951, Christopher Strachey developed a program for the game of 
draughts, for the Pilot ACE, a computer designed in part by Alan Turing. Later 
that year, he rewrote the program for the Manchester Mark 1. He wrote the 
“Loveletters” program in 1952.79 Its computational strategies were simple, and 
computational poetry generation has taken many forms since; notably radical 
among them is the hypertext poetry of Jim Rosenberg.”° It is important to note 
this sort of text generation gave rise to the first interactive software agent or 
“bot”—Joseph Weizenbaum’s Eliza, the “Eve” of all chatbots. 

More recently, the Griot system (2005), built by D. Fox Harrell in association 
with Joseph Goguen, is a performative poetry generator based in the “concept 
blending” of cognitive linguists Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner.?! Concept 
blending theory proposes a process for the generation of new concepts via 
“blends” of existing concepts, the standard example being the generation of 
variants “boathouse” and “houseboat” from “boat” and “house.” This idea links 
back to questions of improvisation and emergence; neurologically improvisation 
and fluent speech occur in the same parts of the brain. The phenomenon of 
concept blending is clearly combinatoric in the Carianian sense. 

Another work that utilizes quite different technologies to generate text is 
David Rokeby’s Giver of Names (1998).°* Giver of Names utilizes an 
associationist network with machine-vision front end. The system first extracts 
qualities of observed objects, then these qualities are “‘radiated’ through a 
metaphorically-linked associative database of known objects, ideas, sensations, 
etc.”° The generated musings, by turns, can seem absurd, psychic, and 
philosophical. 


CONCLUSION—IT’S ALL ABOUT AGENCY 


My larger purpose has not been to recap a history of improvisatory machines, 
but to help enrich discourses around computer-based interaction by considering 
what designers of digital interactive systems can learn from existing 
improvisatory practices. If improvisational practices open a space for skilled 
play and real-time response to changing scenarios, then a lesson of interaction 
design is that enhancing the user’s sense of agency is always a good thing, but 


the sense of agency is not constituted by undirected liberty, but by having a 
purpose and a sense of knowing the right thing to do, the right kind of thing to 
do, or the best choice of possible actions in a given situation and the 
autonomy/freedom to choose a particular direction (or action). 

Well into the final draft of this essay, I obtained a copy of an essay, “The 
Secret Love between Interactivity and Improvisation” by George E. Lewis, of 
which I was previously unaware. In its conclusion he says, “If we allow 
interactivity and improvisation to finally consummate their relationship through 
an interdisciplinary study of how meaning is exchanged in real time interaction, 
combining the insights of artists, cultural theorists and technologists, we could 
witness the development of far more powerful new user interfaces engaging new 
forms of art and more sophisticated interactive computer applications.”°* It is in 
precisely that spirit that this essay has been written. 
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. George E. Lewis, “The Secret Love between Interactivity and Improvisation, or Missing in Interaction: 
A Prehistory of Computer Interactivity,” in Improvisation V: 14 Beitrdge, ed. Walter Fahndrich 
(Winterthur: Amadeus, 2003), 195. 

2. In much the same way, “you are the product of television,” as the famous reflexive video art work 
Television Delivers People, by Richard Serra and Carlotta Fay Schoolman, put it. 
http://www. youtube.com/watch?v=nbvzbj4Nhtk. 

3. “On my agential realist elaboration, phenomena do not merely mark the epistemological inseparability 
of ‘observer’ and ‘observed’; rather, phenomena are the ontological inseparability of agentially intra- 
acting ‘components.’ That is, phenomena are ontologically primitive relations—relations without 
preexisting relata.” Karen Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How 
Matter Comes to Matter,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 28, no. 3 (2003): 15. 

4. In higher end systems, research into computer-based sound and music predates computer graphics. 

5. Simon Penny, “Experience and Abstraction: The Arts and the Logic of Machines,” Fibreculture 11 
(2008). http://eleven.fibreculturejournal.org/fcj-072-experience-and-abstraction-the-arts-and-the-logic- 
of-machines/. Also see Penny, “Desire for Virtual Space: the Technological Imaginary in 90s Media 
Art,” in Space and Desire. Scenographic Strategies in Theatre, Art and Media, ed. Thea Brejzek, et al. 
(Zurich: Zurich University of the Arts, 2011). 

6. Simon Penny, “Towards a Performative Aesthetics of Interactivity,” Fibreculture 19 (2011). 

. Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (London: Routledge, 1966). 

8. Levidow comments: “Marcuse extended Marx’s concept of ideology to technological rationality. He 
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attacked Max Weber for idealizing instrumental rationality as a value-free, calculable efficiency: such 
an ideology legitimates a specialized administration which dominates nature and humanity by reducing 
relations to quantifiable things. Everything is reduced to the administration of things: ‘a reification of 
reason, reification as reason’.” Les Levidow, “The Paranoid Rationality of the Gulf Massacre,” 
http://90.146.8.18/en/archives/festival_archive/festival_catalogs/festival_artikel.asp?iProjectID=8615. 


. For an account of the philosophical dimensions of this, see Thomas Nagel, “What Is It Like to Be a 


Bat?”, The Philosophical Review 83, no. 4 (October 1974): 435-50. The focus of sensorimotor 
specificity is key to modern neuroethology and also to phenomenologically inflected schools of 
embodied cognitive science. 


. Or, “objectivity is in the eye of the beholder.” 
Ad. 


Key figures in this work were Alex Fraser, Lawrence J. Fogel, Ingo Rechenberg, and Hans-Paul 
Schwefel. 

Peter Cariani, “Design Strategies for Open Ended Evolution,” Proceedings of the Eleventh 
International Conference on the Simulation and Synthesis of Living Systems, ed. Seth Bullock, Jason 
Noble, Richard A. Watson, and Mark A. Bedau (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2010), 94-104. Also see 
Cariani, “Epistemic Autonomy through Adaptive Sensing,” Proceedings of the 1998 IEEE 
ISIC/CRA/ISAS Joint Conference (Gaithersburg, MD:IEEE, September 14—16, 1998), 718-723. 

Peter Cariani, “Creating New Informational Primitives in Minds and Machines,” in Computers and 
Creativity, ed. Jon McCormack and Mark D’Inverno, 383-417 (Berlin and Heidelberg: Springer- 
Verlag). 

Clearly the deeper ontological question of the construction of the hardware/software duality is begged, 
but will not be addressed here. See Penny, “Towards a Performative Aesthetics,” 
That is, by Adrian Thompson: http://www.cogs.susx.ac.uk/users/adrianth/ade. html. 


http://www.srl.org/, http://www. lafura.com/web/index.html. 

As far as I know, little persists except some black and white photographs and Pask’s own reports. 

There are first-hand third-party reports, but no recordings, and the machines have not survived. 

George E. Lewis, “Too Many Notes: Complexity and Culture in Voyager,” Leonardo Music Journal 

10 (2000): 34. 

Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians. 

Lewis, “Too Many Notes,” 36. 

http://www. interface.ufg.ac.at/christa-laurent/WORKS/FRAMES/FrameSet.html. 

http://en. wikipedia.org/wiki/TechnoSphere. 

http://diotima.infotech.monash.edu.au/~jonmc/sa/artworks/eden/. 

http://www.csse.monash.edu.au/~jonmc/projects/eden/eden.html. 
http://www.simonpenny.net/works/sympathetic.html, 

http://www.simonpenny.net/works/sympatheticlI.html. 

http://www. silentbarrage.com/. 

Brian McHale, “Poetry as Prosthesis,” Poetics Today 21, no. 1 (Spring 2000): 1-32. 

“loveletters” wrote appalling love letters, such as the following: DARLING JEWEL YOU ARE MY 

DEAR PASSION: MY BEAUTIFUL FERVOUR. MY CURIOUS ENCHANTMENT FONDLY 

PANTS FOR YOUR EAGERNESS. MY WISH HUNGERS FOR YOUR FANCY. YOU ARE MY 

SWEET ENTHUSIASM. YOURS AVIDLY, M. U. C. MUC stands for Manchester University 

Computer. Strachey also wrote a music program that performed “In the Mood,” “God Save the 

Queen,” and “Baa Baa Black Sheep,” so he deserves due credit for pioneering work in computer 

music, computer gaming, and computer literature. See http://www.alpha60.de/research/muc/. 

http://www. well.com/user/jer/. 

http://cseweb.ucsd.edu/~goguen/projs/griot.html. 

http://homepage.mac.com/davidrokeby/gon.html. 

http://homepage.mac.com/davidrokeby/gon.html. 


34. Lewis, “The Secret Love,” 203. 
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CHAPTER 21 


IMPOSTURE AS IMPROVISATION LIVING 
FICTION 


ANTOINETTE LAFARGE 


Everyone regards a cultured, civilized man as someone informed about systems, who thinks in 
systems, forms, signs and representations. In other words, a monster who has developed to an 
absurd degree that faculty of ours for deriving thoughts from actions instead of making actions 
coincide with thoughts. 


(Antonin Artaud, The Theatre and Its Double) 


I am an accidental impostor. This seems on the face of it impossible; surely 
people set out to be impostors, deliberately assuming a false identity with some 
specific objective for which that concealment is a necessary condition. I’ve been 
reading up on impostors lately, and I find that the evidence—dquite apart from 
my own experience—doesn’t entirely support this view. It’s often the case that 
people back into being impostors. They tell a few stories, indulge in some 
personal mythologizing, and over time a cascade of contingencies shapes up into 
imposture—or what looks like it to other people. Imposture is at least as much 
an effect of perception as it is of intent. 

We think of imposture first in physical terms: one person displacing another, 
resembling another, speaking as another, but the essence of imposture operates 
in time rather than space. The impostor lives out the imposture, moment to 
moment, sometimes for most of a lifetime. I’m thinking here of such figures as 
George Psalmanazar,! a European of uncertain origins who introduced himself to 
British society in 1703 as the first native of Formosa (now Taiwan) ever to visit 
Europe, or Mary Baker who in 1817 passed herself off to her fellow Britons as 
Princess Caraboo of “Javasu” (Figure 21.1), or Anna Anderson, who lived most 
of her adult life as Grand Duchess Anastasia of Russia (presumed survivor of the 
Russian Revolution). 


FIGURE 21.1 An engraving by Henry Meyer of Mary Baker dressed as “Princess Caraboo of Javasu,” 
after a portrait painted by Edward Bird in 1817. 


Imposture’s outstanding quality is not what people generally take it to be—its 
deceitfulness, its fraudulence—but this matter of being sustained over time. It is 
this that I understand to differentiate impostors from the more prevalent category 
of impersonators:? the latter work within short time frames—an evening on stage 
as Elvis, a few hours pretending to be an airline pilot‘—that may easily undercut 
the verisimilitude of the whole. But even with impersonators, what we admire is 
not just the skill at mimesis, but the semi-sustained quality of the imitation—the 
ability, say, to not only pose as Madonna for a photograph but also to deliver an 
entire song in her manner. 

Impostors are chronic improvisers; their medium is life itself. I take 
improvisation to be an attitude: of conscious responsiveness to a set of rules or 
requirements prompted by a goal of some kind (e.g., “doing one’s best”). Which 
makes life a peculiar kind of improvisation, one structured by rules that we are 
learning and making up as we go along. On any given day, after all, what we 
have to work with is not Life v.10.6 but Life v.1.0 beta—we get a single shot at 
it, and no matter how well or poorly we stumble through it, at the end we will all 
have had a life—and that is all we will have had. Moreover, it is an 
improvisation from which we are unable to withdraw—we can only shorten it or 
prolong it. 

The paradox is that people spend an enormous portion of their lives creating 
forms of order precisely to reduce or prevent improvisation: laws, regulations, 
customs, traditions, ethics—all are normally designed to inhibit improvisatory 
response. To put it another way: we create the field of social rules against which 
the kind of improvisation I’m interested in can appear—even though we intend 
to prevent the very thing they produce. But it’s not as if one can then say that 
improvisation is what happens outside these fields. Rather, these fields change 
the kinds of improvisation necessary in response to the particular ways in which 
they fail us. One might liken the law, for example, to a structured improvisation, 
a point Ill return to later. In part, we resent impostors because they take more 
liberties with the improvisation than most of us allow ourselves; they tread on 
the stories the rest of us are trying to construct, they interfere with (and exploit) 
our grounding beliefs in consistency, order, correctness, causality. 

Theorists of games and play from Johan Huizinga onwards mostly concur that 
these activities are defined in part by the way they are marked off from the rest 
of life: different space, different rules, different outcomes.’ Impostors reject this 
boundary between “real” and “play” spaces, and their lives can be seen as an 


attempt, not so much to improvise a bridge between game and reality, as to live 
on the boundary where both sets of rules operate simultaneously. 


ROLE PLAY AND AVATARISM 


I became an impostor one evening in 1994 or so (I’m bad at remembering my 
own history—a severe problem for any would-be impostor). In those days, I was 
a devotee of the Net’s early social environments: Internet Relay Chat (IRC), 
MUDs, and MOOs,° even the primitive UNIX “talk” daemon whose split-screen 
interface turned conversations into loopy soliloquies. Even at the time, the term 
social environments was a euphemism for computer programming that supported 
two increasingly divergent types of interaction. The first was conventional 
conversations in what came to be known as chatrooms: IRC, UNIX talk, MOOs, 
and their many successors such as Facebook’s chat feature, Twitter, and instant- 
messaging software of all kinds. The second was role-playing and world- 
building activities in what came to be known as virtual worlds (some of which 
were also games): MOOs and MUDs and their successors, including the Palace, 
Everquest, World of Warcraft, and Second Life. 

This divergence was only partly prompted by the underlying technology— 
virtual world software enhanced role-playing activities in certain ways, while 
chatroom software often discouraged it—since it was always the case that one 
could role-play to some extent in chatrooms and chat about mundane matters in 
the most exotic of virtual worlds. The divergence was more critically a matter of 
the social conventions that came to govern the two kinds of spaces, in particular 
the expectations around identity. In chatrooms, people were expected to appear 
and act as themselves, under their “true” names and biographies; or if they 
appeared under pseudonyms, they were expected to adhere to an ill-defined but 
highly conventional set of behavior boundaries (OK: pretending to be 13; not 
OK: pretending to be a 13-year-old interested in talking about sex; unclear: 
being a 13-year-old interested in talking about sex). In role-playing spaces, by 
contrast, it was understood that anyone you encountered might be pretending to 
be someone else. Even if you appeared under your own name, it could be taken 
as an imposture of the self, a temporary condition governed by the demands of 
the moment rather than by the straitjacket of facts. 

The role-playing potential of these spaces attracted me, and I started 
experimenting with role-playing as a form of textual improvisation (although the 
graphical browser brought imagery to the Web in a big way right around this 


time, all of the early social spaces had text-only interfaces). I rounded up a small 
group of like-minded netizens, and our messing-about slowly evolved into 
performances with actual (if bizarre) plotlines and a group identity as the 
Plaintext Players.’ One day, we learned that the performance artist Laurie 
Anderson was giving a show in New York and had announced that she would go 
online afterward to talk to her fans. This was an early venture into using the Net 
to reach out to fans, and the fact that it would be a live interaction probably 
appealed to Anderson the performer, but also made it considerably more risky 
than the more usual one-way broadcast approach of TV interviews or today’s 
Twitter feeds. At the same time, we wondered if Anderson really thought she 
could hold a controlled celebrity-meets-fans event in an online forum. In the 
pseudonymous environment of a chatroom, there is no way to be certain who is 
sitting at the other end of a login named “Laurie-Anderson”—a point that people 
now understand quite well but mostly didn’t at the time. Laurie Anderson could 
have had her gofer log on for her and quite probably no one would have been 
able to tell the difference. I’m not saying Anderson had any such intentions— 
indeed, I think it likely that she was intrigued by the prospect of appearing 
online, since she has always been technologically adventurous—but her 
intentions would not have changed the reality within the chatroom itself, where 
“Laurie-Anderson” would always be that agentic form of the pseudonym known 
as an avatar. 

Classically, the concept of the avatar refers to the human (or animal) 
embodiment of a divine being. In this originary sense, an avatar is not a 
doubling, but a new form; the avatar is the descended being, not a second 
version of the being. The avatar remains one, yet is also two, both human and 
divine. In the contemporary avatar, there is more of a sense of splitting the self 
than of inserting one self in another. And the implication of divinity is retained 
in the online avatar only in a simplified sense that equates the divine with 
omnipotent agency; for example, some of the online realms in which avatars 
appear are classed as “god games.” The contemporary digital avatar is agentic 
because it “acts as” and does not just “stand for,” and its acts cannot readily be 
traced back to any one handler. It represents us in a situation where we cannot 
otherwise act. However, the avatar lacks sufficient autonomy to stand in wholly 
for us; rather it stands in with us (something like a puppet).® 

Avatarism begins with the postspectacular body of the avatar. The 
immediately visible “body”’—what is acquiescently “seen” by viewers—is 
entirely made up of representations: of icons and texts. The avatar’s “real” body 
is code; it is through code that we both construct and enable (enact) the avatar. 


Avatars are able without being bodied (able-bodied), present without body, 
made-real without body. One looks for a body but finds something else. One 
sees this most clearly in text-based environments, where the elements that 
constitute the virtual body do not cleanly map onto the conventional idea of a 
body—and that is quite apart from the fundamental gap between verbal and 
visual representations. When you “look” at a text-based avatar in a MOO, for 
example, what you “see” is a curiously eclectic, even Borgesian, list: 


¢ Avatar name 

¢ Self-description (hugely variable) 

¢ Logged in/out status (rendered as “awake/asleep”) 
* Gender (from up to a dozen choices) 

¢ Inventory of virtual objects owned by the avatar 

* Current (virtual) location 


Theorists complain constantly about the inadequacy and debased nature of 
online avatars, especially (but not only) the graphical avatars. Here is one typical 
critic’s litany of avatar types: “big-breasted small-waisted babes, idealized 
perfect-skinned trim and tan hunks, Disney-derived characters, bowling pins, 
smiley faces, coffee cups, exotic animals, and steroid-driven snarling hard- 
bodied war machines.” As icons, avatars are meant to be looked at but not 
noticed, scanned but not interpreted; the mind is meant to slide along without 
friction.!° As familiar signs, they evoke neither the awe and abjection that the 
spectacular is designed to induce nor the kind of unease that would signal 
something wrong in the very way of looking (where there is unease, it is with the 
choice of semiosis, not the use of icons themselves as a formal element). 

The dismissive attitude toward avatar representations is usually linked to a 
demand for one of two things: either something better but of the same general 
kind (e.g., “better” graphics) or a reproduction of the “real” and presumed-absent 
body (e.g., through a photograph). The attempt to get an adequate representation 
(whatever that is) fails to take into consideration that representation is a red 
herring when it comes to the nature of the avatar. The avatar, fundamentally, is 
not about the “re” in representation and reproduction, but about presentation 
itself, production itself; a verb disguised as a noun. Focusing on the stereotypy 
of avatars distracts attention from the underlying activity of imposture. Avatar- 
bashing accepts a conventional idea of legitimate behavior and uses it to slam 
the door on stereotypy as a form of transgressive behavior. 


MASKS AND ENACTMENT 


In other words, despite the underlying idea of embodiment in the word itself, the 
avatar is much closer to the theatrical idea of the mask. As mask, the avatar 
serves partially to disguise a given body and self, which remain both present and 
set at a distance by the mask. At the same time, the mask is traditionally 
understood as a device not of concealment but of possession. To find one’s mask 
is to inhabit its persona. In this sense, a mask is a device for subjugating the will 
and driving the daily personality out of the body, “allowing a spirit to take 
possession of it.”!! This kind of mask affords an identity between self and other 
that erases the sense of mask-as-screen.'* Indeed, performers who work with 
them feel that what comes “from the mask” is more real than their daily reality 
(their not-performing time). Rarely does one achieve this transcendent state 
promised by the mask, but it is always on offer as an object of desire. And this 
taking-over is reflected also in the personal accounts of people who have spent a 
lot of time in avatar-dominated social spaces: a sense of possession by another 
aspect of self, with accompanying deep attachment and identification to the point 
where separation from an avatar can be emotionally devastating.!* 

What is crucial is the instantiation of the avatar through acts, enactment. I 
would argue that a person—a performer, a user, a player—brings an avatar into 
being through each act, and that in between there is no avatar, only the idea and 
memory of the avatar, her representation (e.g., as a screen icon), and some lines 
of computer code. Furthermore, the avatar is socially constructed in an endless 
feedback loop, much as we are ourselves, in response to the responses of others. 
Yet online this is a highly unstable process since in pseudonymic exchanges, 
play—sometimes very rough play—tends to trump coherence. The energy of 
enactment in chatrooms is that of banter rather than conversation, the logic one 
of responsiveness: letting the other person prompt you to action rather than 
unfolding a theme. Whereas during ordinary conversation our memory performs 
surgery to keep what we can say attached to our sense of self, online we tend to 
fragment into multiple personae, each briefly dominating before giving way to 
the next. (Think of the flow in any fast-moving chatroom, and you’!l know what 
I mean.) Not surprisingly, some of the same techniques used by acting teachers 
to keep the flow going in theatrical situations—repetition, brevity—are at work 
in avatar encounters as well.!4 In improvisational terms, it is a world of “Yes, 
and ... ” rather than “No, but ...” 


LAURIE ANDERSON AND HER CLONES 


Laurie Anderson’s plan to meet her fans online prompted my Plaintext Players to 
organize a tactical intervention with the goal of making visible the problematic 
linkage between avatar and person. Just before Anderson was scheduled to 
appear online, we all logged in to the designated Internet Relay Chat (IRC) room 
with names that were variants on Laurie Anderson—a necessary move because 
the software underlying such spaces does not allow perfect clones. There was a 
laurieAnderson and a laurieAnderson1 and a Laurie-Anderson. Attempting to 
resolve doubt was theLaurieAnderson. There was even St-Lawrence-and-Her- 
Son.!° By the time the scheduled meet-up started, the space had filled up with 
Anderson claimants—they actually outnumbered the fans and _ bystanders 
(although in truth most of the quasi-Andersons were also fans). 

Naturally, all the Anderson personae answered fan questions differently, and 
the resulting conversation was very entertaining. Questions that Anderson had 
probably heard many times over—“What inspired you to work on Moby 
Dick?”—generated a range of possible answers, some that she might have given 
before (“I loved the crazy stories Melville told”)'© and others that she 
undoubtedly never had and never would (“Whales are immortal”). It was as if 
the event had become a random Anderson Interview Answer Generator. 

In that chatroom, we became impersonators as soon as there was more than 
one Laurie Anderson present, that is, as soon as the boundary of unique 
personhood was breached. But we also became impostors when it became 
impossible to determine which of us (if anyone) was the original Anderson. You 
could say that we passed a kind of human-on-human Turing test; or that we all 
failed it.'’ The Turing test—named after its originator, the computing theorist 
and mathematician Alan Turing—is a test that can be used to distinguish a 
human from a computer under conditions where it is not immediately obvious 
which is which.!® In her comprehensive book on personhood and the law, 
Impersonations, Sheryl N. Hamilton calls the Turing test “a form of ‘empirical 
performance’ that operates as a technique of personification.” 

At the time I saw this event as a light-hearted impersonation, an improvisation 
with a single ground rule: enact Laurie Anderson. It actually wasn’t until much 
later that I began to think about it as impersonation’s darker twin, imposture. 
The two are near synonyms, both used to describe a person pretending to be 
someone else. Impersonator, however, tends to be used for situations in which 
the deceit is more or less acceptable (Elvis impersonators, female 


impersonators), whereas impostor nearly always signals a much larger degree of 
cultural transgression and is more closely associated with such activities as theft, 
fraud, and espionage. Impersonations are clearly framed as such; they are 
temporary and often quite transparent (of course we know that’s not really 
Elvis). Impostors work to erase the frame; their goal is to be taken as who they 
say they are, beyond any possible doubt; to the degree that they are outed, they 
fail. 

What really intrigues me, however, is the degree to which Laurie Anderson 
herself can be understood as having become an impersonator by taking part in 
that event. Partly this is an effect of the fact that in online role-playing spaces 
there is no real audience; there are only participants of greater and lesser degree. 
From the point of view of any onlooker, Laurie Anderson in her avatar guise was 
just another claimant to the name, improvising more or less successful responses 
to the questions that got tossed out. The contingent of clones made visible 
Anderson’s own self-improvisation. To this day, I have no idea which (if any) of 
the pseudonyms represented the real Anderson, although I parsed the 
conversation carefully, looking for clues. Was she the one who wrote “i’m the 
real laurie anderson,” or the one who wrote “no i am,” or the one who wrote 


“what is going on?” Or the one who left early??? 


PERFORMATIVE ENACTMENTS 


In chatrooms such as the one where the Anderson clones met, there are two 
stages of action between the improviser and the appearance of the performance 
through the avatar, and both are performative. The first performative act consists 
of the person entering a command into the computer; for example, “/me waves to 
her fans.” Here, “/me” is a verb within a performative sentence*! in the IRC 
programming language. The use of this word in this context is itself an action, 
one that will result in certain on-screen consequences. What appears on the 
screen will be a sentence in which “/me” is replaced with the avatar name: 
“Laurie_Anderson waves to her fans.” From the avatar’s perspective, this on- 
screen utterance is not just declarative or constative; the sentence itself is the act 
of Laurie_Anderson waving, just as the sentence “I promise” is the sentence in 
which the promise happens. The words themselves make it so. This performative 
quality of utterance marks avatars as the spiritual kin of impostors, who often 
begin their careers with a single consequential misstatement: “Yes, I’m Grand 
Duchess Anastasia of Russia” (Yes, and ... ). 


Another way to look at it: imposture can be understood as both a mimetic and 
a diegetic form. It enfolds the “telling” of diegesis—impostors expend 
significant energy recounting events, framing those often fictional events in such 
a manner as to create plausibility for the rest—with the enactment 
(improvisation) of the assumed life. Without that enactment, without the creation 
of a set of events that are in an important sense the same as those marking any 
other life—taking a plane, renting a house, training in a profession, entering a 
love affair—there is only a text that lives somewhere between myth, fiction, 
playacting, and lies. To tell someone “I am Grand Duchess Anastasia” is one 
thing; to live out a life in which every (public) action is predicated on, and 
follows from, this statement is quite another. 

But there is a lacuna here that stems from the fact that both terms, mimesis 
and diegesis, descend from Aristotle’s reflections on theater and poetry; neither 
takes into account a form that emerges only outside the framing devices of 
proscenium and page, between game and nongame. The underlying concepts of 
telling and representing both exclude the lived dimension. In a sense, the 
impostor is the actor turned inside out. We have trained ourselves to ignore, for 
the most part, the actor’s personal experience of her role as we watch a play— 
only afterwards, in the dressing room or the interview is it safe to directly 
contemplate the actor’s experience. It is when we try to do the same with 
impostors that we run into trouble: we want to deal only with the role-play 
aspects of the work, using the collapse of the frame to declare the whole project 
unacceptable. But the collapse of the frame is precisely the problem; it brings the 
role-play and the life into conjunction, and though the one can be dismissed, the 
other cannot. The life of the impostor will have been lived whether we like it or 
not; it cannot be erased in fact, only in meaning. 

Impostors are of two basic kinds: those for whom there is an existing and 
visible subject, and those who create their claimed subjecthood out of whole 
cloth, asserting personhood as a field of free play. In the first camp is Anna 
Anderson, who spent most of her adult life claiming to be Grand Duchess 
Anastasia; in the second is George Psalmanazar, whose claim to be a native of 
Formosa was not predicated on any single person but was fabricated in part from 
various (already fictionalized) traveler’s tales. Impostures of both kinds require 
considerable skill in improvisation. This is especially true of the latter type, in 
which someone is not closely imitating an existing model but is producing the 
persona—the social person—ad hoc. As Michael Keevak wrote of Psalmanazar: 
“Passing as Formosan in the early eighteenth century was not simply an 
appropriation of some vague idea of native difference but also a production of 


something that had no necessary connection with the real island at all.” 


Psalmanazar took this license and ran with it, producing not only his persona as 
“Formosan native” but also a slew of illustrations of “Formosan” houses, ships, 
coins, and costumes, plus a partial “Formosan” language and its corresponding 
alphabet (Figure 21.2). 


SOCIAL ENGINEERING 


Imposture is simultaneously one of the most alienating and most social of 
activities, requiring the presence of other people to affirm the imposture, even if 
their affirmation operates in the negative sense of demonstrating unawareness of 
its very existence. People are the litmus paper with which the impostor tests her 
success. It is for this reason that impostors and their kin must be adept social 
engineers, able to evoke the right responses from their audiences. To be Anna 
Anderson or George Psalmanazar was to live every moment—at least every 
social moment—as an improvisation. If none of us know what life is going to 
throw us in the next moment, at least we are able to believe that most of the time 
we will know the answer, or know how to answer appropriately. I do not have to 
think twice to come up with my mother’s maiden name, or what I was doing 
when a certain photograph was taken, or even whether I know you.*? For an 
impostor, there are no such secure moments; nearly every fact of one’s life has 
the quality of something memorized in school; one may come out with it quite 
readily, but it’s more often the case that there is a lurking element of uncertainty. 
(My birthday ... June 18, 1901? Or December 16, 1896?) 

It is for this reason that impostors hew as close to their own biographies as 
possible, keeping forenames or initials, country of origin, and so on—creating 
what is known as a “legend” in clandestine operations. Since this history is 
constructed to meet the presumed desires of an external audience, it requires a 
close reading of that audience. Some members of the Romanov family and 
entourage rejected Anna Anderson less because of gaps in knowledge than 
because they thought her manners too vulgar—a problem in plausibility of 
presentation. Any historian speaks to her audience—for example in formulating 
answers to imagined objections—but good historians will put facts ahead of 
audience desire, while impostors must do the opposite. Facts are optional, 
expendable, but keeping the audience satisfied is vital. 

Like actors, impostors need to insert themselves deeply into their story, to 
naturalize it to the extent possible. As Pierre Bourdin, a contemporary French 
impostor, notes, “I think I would be a very good actor ... But I don’t want to 


play somebody. I want to be somebody.”** Under the surface of pretense and 
strategizing is a profound desire to be not “playing” but “being”: to somehow 
convert the superficies of life into that elusive essence we think of as one’s 
“own” life. As Meisner puts it: “The foundation of acting is the reality of 
doing.”*° 
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FIGURE 21.2 An illustration of “Formosan” money from George Psalmanazar’s 1704 Historical and 
Geographical Description of Formosa with details showing “native” costume, iconography, and alphabet. 


The impostor begins from the same persistent sense of alienation that most of 
us feel at least some of the time, the sense that we are not our biographies, that 
we are more than the weird stew of events, facts, memories, and documents that 
render a life visible and comprehensible to others (if not to ourselves). In a 
curiously literal move, the impostor acts on that impulse: if my biography does 
not add up to “me,” perhaps a different one will. Impostors pursue the hunt for 
identity by trying to change the story of their life, and in this they have much in 
common with other outsiders: mixed-race peoples attempting to “pass,” social 
climbers, women writing under male pseudonyms ... the list is endless. 


PASSING AND PERSONHOOD 


Speaking of impostors forces us to use terms like real self and original self that 
sit uneasily in the postmodern framework but are impossible to entirely avoid. 
There must be a way to talk about the person(s) the impostor doesn’t want to be, 
the rejected or refused selves, in counterpoint to the person(s) the impostor 
desires to be. The impostor exists because she is not what she claims to be.*° To 
talk about imposture is to talk about personhood and social identity, especially 
the problem of “passing” as a member of a specific social group. 

If passing is a form of mainly public performance, it is one that requires a 
second person to legitimate the act: “Passing is performative in the sense that it 
relies on a spectator for validity.”*” Those passing—by race, by gender—must 
first learn how to pass by watching chosen models, even as those models must 
have originally learned a set of signifiers (for example, as boys learn to be men 
by watching men). Passing always engages the ethical: in what ways (for whom) 
is it legitimate, in what ways does it transgress (through lies, deceit, pretense, 
failure to “be” what is signified). Passing opens a space not otherwise allowed; 
passing moves ahead of law and custom (e.g., the murder of Brandon Teena in 
1993.) 

Personhood is the legal concept that creates passing as its shadow. For 
Europeans, one relatively familiar way of looking at personhood is to 
differentiate between the human person (a physical being subject to biological 
law), the conscious person (the psychic self, an essentially private entity), and 
the social person (a public being subject to reciprocal construction with other 


such beings).2® This, however, is not really the form that personhood takes in 


law. A more useful but still tripartite division that reflects the ordering of 
personhood within Canadian and American law was put forward by the legal 
scholar Ngaire Naffine in 2003.79 Naffine’s broadest category, the “P1” person, 
matches what we generally understand to be a legal person: an entity with legal 
rights and the ability to participate in legal transactions—that is, an entity with 
some degree of legal standing, even if very limited. This category of legal 
personhood presently encompasses human beings, corporations, corpses, and 
animals, among other entities. In principle, it could be extended to cover any 
entity that we agree has such rights: a tree, an avatar, a space alien, a sacred 
crocodile. 

Naffine’s “P2” person is a subset of P1, and the “P3” person is a subset of P2. 
A P2 person is a human being of any kind, embracing both those who are not 
mentally competent (coma victims) and those who are not legally competent 
(children, slaves). A P3 person is a human being who is both rational and legally 
competent; it is the narrowest and still the most socially desirable of the three 
categories. In effect, the P3 definition enshrines the Enlightenment ideal of legal 
personhood: the unique human being able to act reasonably in his or her own 
interests. Hamilton argues that “much of our social history could be read as the 
struggle by different groups to move into the category of P2 and then to progress 
from there to P3.” 

That struggle to transfer to a new subject category requires improvisation 
because to move from (say) P2 to P3 it isn’t enough to closely imitate a P3 
subject (thereby underlining a presumed inadequacy); one needs to demonstrate 
the innate P3ness of the aspirant. In a culture that values verbal presentation very 
highly, improvisation in this context becomes the realm of the speaking object, 
the object that objects and thereby becomes a new kind of subject. The changing 
subject-object changes the world within which the subject is configured, so that 
every speech utterance involves a revisioning of the world itself. The classical 
archetype of this figure is Hermes, as dissected by Lewis Hyde in his gloss on 
the Homeric Hymn to Hermes—born illegitimate, half mortal, in a remote cave, 
he parlays his skills at theft, lying, and music into a seat at the table of the gods 
themselves, accepted finally as one of the 12 immortals.°° 

One aspect of personhood that remains unstable in this account is persona, the 
social role or activities of a person; the public performance of personality. 
Persona descends from Roman usages, in which it had reference both to the 
masks used by actors and, in the law (ius personarum), to a person’s agency, 
their civic status as a senator or a guardian. Both suggest an idea of persona as 


outward and as temporary or subject to change (a pair of ideas that underlie most 
post-Jungian understandings of social personae). There is also the beginning of 
an identification between  persona-as-role and __person-as-moral-agent, 
responsible to others and to self. 

One of Hamilton’s most interesting lines of thought concerns a new split that 
is now appearing within the concept of persona as a consequence of its troubled 
relationship with personhood. The law is presently divided on whether one’s 
public persona is a form of property—that is, a product of labor—or an essential 
aspect of one’s being. Is it made or is it performed? Is the right to control of 
one’s public persona an intellectual property right or a human right? Is damage 
to the persona a form of property damage or a sort of personal injury? It makes 
considerable practical difference: for instance, a human right is not alienable, 
inheritable, or transferrable, as property rights are. It appears that at the present 
juncture, Canadian law is leaning toward a human-rights view of persona, while 
U.S. law is leaning toward a property-rights view.°! 

An interesting project in this light is that of the contemporary artist known as 
CarianaCarianne, whose portmanteau name reflects her contention that there are 
two distinct identities inhabiting her body, and who has gone to some lengths to 
try to achieve social and legal recognition of this “fact.” For example Cariana 
and Carianne have attended different universities and received separate degrees; 
and they have applied—unsuccessfully—for separate birth certificates. As a kind 
of conceptual chimera or unibody twin, CarianaCarianne asserts her right to not 
one but two inalienable and irreducible personae. 

Construing the persona as alienable places even ordinary people in the realm 
of imposture, as it proposes at least the possibility that a persona may belong to 
anyone who can successfully claim it—again, something like a mask. It also 
tends to reduce the traditional requirement for a physical presence of the 
impostor. Historically, presence was one way that imposture was differentiated 
from pseudonymity, as the latter is designed to create a separation between the 
physical person and the persona. The distinctive mark of the pseudonym is 
action at a distance—for instance, the name appearing on a book cover. The 
more this distance is reduced, the more the pseudonym takes on either the 
functionality of a “real” name (e.g., Madonna) or an imposture (e.g., Anastasia). 

The body has been a key element of imposture precisely because of its 
effectiveness in securing a reading of authenticity. Similarly, when one turns to 
the role of improvisation in the arts, one find the authenticating presence of the 
body at all turns, whether in music or acting or painting. It is only fairly recently 
that a credible discourse of improvisation involving other elements has emerged: 
improvisation by computer programs—either solo or in feedback loops with 


human partners—being a notable example that took off in the 1980s°* from the 
earlier aleatory experiments of John Cage and others. But many of the primary 
arenas in which persona and imposture function today are effectively 
disconnected from the physical presence of the body: legal documents, media 
“appearances,” IRC chatrooms. Yet all of these conjure the one requirement less 
dispensable than a body: an audience. 


MAKING CLAIMS 


There is evidence that Anna Anderson began her initial impersonation while 
mentally ill and still suffering some mental incapacity (including memory loss) 
from a prior head wound.*® It’s quite possible that early on she came to believe 
she was Grand Duchess Anastasia and that from her point of view no 
impersonation was involved (Figure 21.3). It’s also possible that she simply 
found life as Anastasia more fulfilling than any life as not-Anastasia that she 
could imagine, despite its many difficulties. (Imagine that every time you 
opened your mouth for the next six decades there was a high chance of being 
sneered at and called a liar? Who would choose to undergo this kind of ordeal?) 

But what I want to interrogate here is not whether her story was ultimately 
credible, or how it was substantiated, or why people seemed so ready to believe 
in it. I want to consider what it means to have lived more than 60 years under the 
name and within the biographical clothing of another person. Even if Anderson 
was, in the historical sense, never Grand Duchess Anastasia, it is still the case 
that from the age of 26 to her death at 87 the only life she did have was her life 
as Anastasia. A huge proportion of the events in her life—from the various 
places she lived to her marriage—only happened, and only could have happened, 
because she was being Anastasia. How do we frame this life, this very real and 
substantial life? As a 60-year improvisation, the most extended performance of 
all time? Or an imposture, a hoax, a con? To call it an imposture is to dismiss it 
—to see her only and forever as not-Anastasia. To home in on that single 
absence, that singular lack of identity is to, in effect, not see the life itself. Her 
life was compounded of Anastasia and not-Anastasia to become a third thing, the 
life of Anna Anderson. 


FIGURE 21.3 A 1920 photograph of Anna Anderson, who claimed to be Grand Duchess Anastasia of 
Russia, last surviving offspring of Czar Nicholas II of Russia. 


Elapsed time is the impostor’s greatest enemy—as details pile up, they tend to 
create a cleft between impersonation and original**—but it is also the medium in 
which she thrives. With impostors, it is critical to differentiate between various 
aspects of what is being elided for the sake of the audience, between different 
forms of the claim that “this is not me.” At one level it usually entails rejection 
of the basic facts of one’s history, that one was born to this person in this time 
and place. But it is also a rejection of the supernumerary, conventional, or 
provisional aspects of individuality: name, address, social security number, 
profession, tastes, behaviors. One could argue that the impostor refuses to be a 
stable subject, whether that is understood as an historical subject or a sociolegal 
subject, the trackable object of the state’s power game. Enacting a peculiar 
return, the impostor puts herself forward as a new autonomous subject of the 
kind explicitly rejected by posthumanists (e.g., Foucault in Discipline and 
Punish): a metaphysical subject whose efforts focus not so much on self- 
determination as on the enactment of self-determinative processes. There is 
something ritualistic, perhaps even fetishistic, about the way impostors 
repetitively claim and try out new identities over and over, rarely settling into 
any one identity—Anna Anderson was something of an exception—and wholly 
rejecting each last one. If this is resistance at the individual level in Edward 
Said’s sense, it is a form that does not openly declare itself as such and that 
moreover resists identity formation with other subjects. 

Anderson converted herself from an abject object (factory worker) to a subject 
with considerably more autonomy. At the same time, her claim was always 
being made but could never be secured—a status very similar to Simone de 
Beauvoir’s classic analysis of the category “woman” or Judith Butler’s 
insistence on gender as an “identity tenuously constituted in time—an identity 
instituted through a stylized repetition of acts.”°° In effect, Anna Anderson acted 
to convert her never-ratifiable status—never a full social agent because of being 
bom female and poor—to a mode of engagement. She converted initial 
exclusions to claims of inclusion, challenging the social fiction she had been 
bor under with one she chose: “This is who I am.” She took power in the 
Foucauldian sense, since every daily action was a move in the power game. 
Thus, through a series of acts that first create an illusion of individuality and 


then destroy it,°° the impostor troubles the category “individual.” 


RELATIONAL SELVES 


If the autonomous mono-named individual is the Western ideal—to which it is 
assumed that other cultures aspire—what does it say that impostors are drawn to 
what one might call a relational self, a self defined by their interactions with 
other people and other stories—and first of all by their relation to their double, 
when there is one? An impostor appears to be striving for an other-individuality 
—I will become Anastasia, I will supplant Anastasia—but in fact has dedicated 
herself to a life of intimate relationship to the idea of Anastasia. 

But what happens when “defining elements of personhood become unmoored 
from the materiality of the creature called the human being,” as Hamilton puts 
it??” What are the defining elements that can become so “unmoored”? It has 
been popular in the last couple of decades for theorists of the posthuman (e.g., 
Moravec) to argue that the body itself can be disassociated from the idea of the 
human, leaving humanity configured by social relations, or consciousness, or 
intelligence. But what if we think about this act of conceptual dissection not as a 
way to reject the body, but rather as a way to enter into a different kind of 
relationship to it? Two years ago, I began a project I call WISP: an acronym for 
world-integrated social proxy. I began with a question: what if avatars were to 
exist outside the Internet? How would an avatar integrated into the physical 
world of humans differ from the virtual kind? 

I decided to set loose just such a WISP, one who would operate under my own 
name. Virtual avatars often bear pseudonyms but they need not because in online 
environments, any name functions as a pseudonym—as the experiment with a 
roomful of Laurie Andersons amply demonstrated. You interact with the nym 
without securing the body. In the physical world, by contrast, bodies act to 
secure the nym. For all the people who can function as not-Antoinette, there is 
presumed to be only one body that can function as Antoinette. Therefore, 
extension of avataristic agency in the physical realm required a second body. 

So I trained an actor to be Antoinette in public settings: to speak and act as 
me, not for me (as an ordinary agent would). In 2010, for example, she went as 
me to the College Art Association Conference and presented a paper I wrote on 
real-world avatars. I chose an actor because I knew it would give her an 
advantage in never “breaking frame” and because she would be able both to 
memorize necessary background material on my life and work and to improvise 
on it under challenging conditions (Figure 21.4). 

One way to look at my WISP is as an authorized impostor. Not an 
impersonator: she was not attempting to caricature me or otherwise riff on me in 


ways the audience would appreciate from insider knowledge. It was not, in other 
words, a performance that took place in the gap between what the audience knew 
about me and what she was. Rather, she was doing (or trying to do) exactly what 
I would have done if I had been there instead of her. She was engaging the world 
as me in a place where I was not physically present. (She was also, of course, 
living part of her own life.) To the banal improvisations of ordinary life I had 
superadded this avataristic improvisation—one that would have consequences 
every bit as real as if I had been there myself, but one over which I exercised 
only very limited control. 


FIGURE 21.4 The author’s social proxy or real-world avatar after giving a talk on her WISP project in 
2010. Photo courtesy of the author. 


This sounds like conceptual art, but it goes against the Kosuthian tradition of 
work in which the idea is all and the execution perfunctory. In the WISP project, 
how it is carried out is the whole point. I align the WISP with the idea of the 
stand-in: as much of the real thing as is needed at any one time. Similarly, 


impostors take something of a just-in-time approach to their lives—to be as 
much of a doctor as is needed now, without becoming invested in any ideal of 
completeness. This might also function as one possible definition of 
improvisation itself: just as much as is needed now. 


CONCLUSION 


Each of the forms of imposture described here positions the impostor differently. 
The virtual Laurie Andersons postulate imposture as a form of performative play 
and, more particularly, one that is to a significant degree prompted by the 
techno-social conditions of virtual environments. The historical Anna Anderson 
and George Psalmanazar treated imposture as a serious undertaking, something 
very far from a passing whim or temporary ruse. The WISP project opens the 
door to imposture as a consensual rather than stolen form, reworking the 
relationship between the impostor and her double. In choosing these examples, I 
deliberately avoided the legion of stories in which the impostor figures largely as 
a crook whose theft of money or services reduces the reality to a simple morality 
tale. I was interested in the structure of imposture, and how that structure links to 
other familiar activities like talking in a chatroom or mythologizing oneself in a 
social setting. 

One thing I conclude from this is that although socio-legal efforts to make 
imposture impossible continually escalate—from signature to thumbprint, from 
pseudonym to “validated” login—the effect is almost the opposite of what is 
intended. For one thing, some people are prompted to “route around” what they 
perceive as obstacles, opening new spaces for identity flux. For another, the 
narrowing of identity effectively turns everyone into an impostor, someone who 
cannot help but overflow the tiny platform of allowable selfhood. And impostors 
have no choice but to improvise. 


NOTES 


1. Very little is known about Psalmanazar’s life before 1704, and that little comes from his memoirs, 
which were published posthumously. Although his imposture was suspected almost immediately, he 
only confessed to it in this memoir. He pursued the imposture actively for just a few years and then 
gradually transformed himself into a well-respected historian and Old Testament scholar who was 
counted a friend by such contemporaries as Samuel Johnson. Michael Keevak offers an excellent 
account of his curious life in The Pretended Asian: George Psalmanazar’s Eighteenth-Century 
Formosan Hoax (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2004). 

2. “Anna Anderson” is itself a pseudonym; the woman known under this name first came to public 
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11 
12. 


13 


14. 


attention in 1922 as “Fraulein Unbekannt” (Miss Unknown) after she was brought to a hospital in 
Berlin following a suicide attempt. She then called herself Anna Tschaikovsky even while beginning to 
make her claim to be Grand Duchess Anastasia. In 1927, evidence appeared that she was actually a 
Polish factory worker named Franziska Schanzkowska (b. 1896), and most historians now accept this 
view, which is strongly supported by DNA evidence assembled in the 1990s. She only started using 
the name Anna Anderson in 1928 when she was visiting the United States, as a way of dodging the 
press. In 1968, she married John Manahan of Virginia and legally became Anastasia Manahan; she 
remained married until her death in 1984. The best biography of Anderson, despite its flaws, remains 
Peter Kurth, Anastasia: The Riddle of Anna Anderson (Boston: Little, Brown, 1986). 

Here I part ways with dictionaries, which tend to define impostors along the lines of “impersonators 
with fraudulent intentions.” Prejudging imposture as criminal obscures the questions I want to raise in 
this essay. 

One of the many short- and medium-term impersonations of Frank W. Abagnale, Jr.; others of his roles 
included doctor, lawyer, and professor. 


. See for example Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens (Boston: Beacon Press, 1950), 19-33; Janet Murray, 


Hamlet on the Holodeck (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998). 


. MUD stands for multi-user dimension (or dungeon), while MOO is a form of MUD based on an 


object-oriented programming language. MUDs were text-based online multiplayer role-playing games, 
whereas the similarly constructed MOOs functioned primarily as social environments rather than game 
spaces. 

The Plaintext Players archive, comprising some dozen years of projects, is at 
http://yin.arts.uci.edu/~players/. 


. It seems very likely that the word avatar was initially chosen for this use by a then largely male cohort 


—the programmers of and players in the early MUDs—in place of the equally plausible terms puppet 
or doll because of a gendered preference for a term that evokes godhood rather than childhood or 
girlhood. It could be argued that puppet and doll are actually more apposite terms: both have pathetic, 
abject, prosthetic bodies; they never speak for themselves; and their speech is never convincing. The 
gap between what they are and what they purport to be never closes (nor is supposed to close). They 
are the made-up that never becomes made-real. 

See Gregory Little, “Manifesto for Avatars,” in Intertexts special issue, Webs of Discourse: The 
Intertextuality of Science Studies, 3, no. 2 (Fall 1999): 192-219. 

Writers like Lisa Nakamura have analyzed many of the ways avatars are used to map existing social 
inequities wholesale onto online culture through such stereotypy. While I accept the force of these 
arguments, I think they miss a crucial aspect of avatar culture that I am trying to address here. See Lisa 
Nakamura, Cybertypes: Race, Ethnicity, and Identity on the Internet (New York: Routledge, 2002); 
and Digitizing Race: Visual Cultures of the Internet (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2007). 


. Keith Johnstone, Impro: Improvisation and the Theatre (London: Routledge, 1987), 148. 


The identification that rules the use of masks is different from the always-hybrid identity of the cyborg, 
which has also been proposed as a term for understanding the human-avatar (human-computer) 
relationship. I have no quarrel with this approach, as expounded by Donna Haraway and Sandy Stone, 
for example, but I find the mask more useful for my purposes in talking about the problem of the gap 
between human and avatar, between impostor and subject. 


. Accounts of relations with the avatar can be found in Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen: Identity in the 


Age of the Internet (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1997); Julian Dibble, My Tiny Life: Crime and 
Passion in a Virtual World (New York: Holt, 1999); and Tom Boellstorff, Coming of Age in Second 
Life: An Anthropologist Explores the Virtually Human (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2010). 
See Sanford Meisner and Dennis Longwell, Sanford Meisner on Acting (New York: Vintage Books, 
1987). 


34. 
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. This excessive naming that characterizes online realms—and the lives of impostors—points to an 
underlying poverty in the Western approach to personal nomenclature. Compare our codification of the 
“lifetime name” to the Japanese art tradition that expects an artist to take a new artist name (or go) 
whenever he or she changes styles. 

. Stacy Kors, “Call Me Laurie,” Salon, October 5, 1999, http://www.salon.com/1999/10/05/moby_2. 

. It’s certainly possible that someone was running an ELIZA-style bot under one of the Anderson 
avatars, but this hardly changes my point: that we couldn’t tell which of the group, if any, was 
Anderson herself. 

. A. M. Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence,” Mind 59, no. 236 (October 1950): 433-460. 

. Sheryl N. Hamilton, Impersonations: Troubling the Person in Law and Culture (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2009), 148. Here she is riffing on Barbara Stafford’s (1993) definition of 
impersonation as “empirical performance.” 

. Anderson found out who was behind her clones some time later and was amused by the whole event. 

. As with many programming languages, the syntax here is quasi-English. In other words, this is a 
grammatically correct “sentence” in the programming language MOO but not in English, although 
some English speakers may be able to figure out its meaning. Hitting the return key is both assumed 
and necessary for the sentence-act to complete. 

. Keevak, Pretended Asian, 15-16. 

. Those who lose these answers, whether through Alzheimer’s disease or brain injury, become in a sense 

impostors-without-portfolio, unable to assert a new story in the absence of the old, and dependent on 

others to assert their story for them. 
David Grann, “The Chameleon,” The New Yorker, August 1, 2008, 
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2008/08/11/080811fa_fact_grann. 

. Meisner and Longwell, Sanford Meisner on Acting, 16. 

. Some impostors could almost certainly become the thing desired (airplane pilot) while others cannot 
(native of Formosa, Russian grand duchess). The latter category is the more interesting to me. 

. Robin Maltz, “Real Butch: The Performance/Performativity of Male Impersonation, Drag Kings, 
Passing as Male, and Stone Butch Realness,” Journal of Gender Studies 7, no. 3 (1998): 277. 

. Catherine McCall, Concepts of Person: An Analysis of Concepts of Person, Self, and Human Being 
(Aldershot: Avebury, 1990); cited in Hamilton, Impersonations. 

. Ngaire Naffine, “Who Are the Law’s Persons? From Cheshire Cats to Responsible Subjects,” Modern 
Law Review 66, no. 3 (May 2003): 346-367. 

. See Lewis Hyde, Trickster Makes This World: Mischief, Myth, and Art (New York: North Point Press, 
1999). 

. Hamilton, Impersonations, 212-213. 

. For example, the 1979 improvisation software of trombonist and composer George Lewis, followed in 
the late 1980s by Lewis’s Voyager software and the Improviser software of British composer and 
saxophone player Paul Hodgson. 

. Franziska Schanzkowska had been wounded in the head when a grenade exploded at the factory where 

she worked in 1916; she was then declared mad. Kurth, Riddle of Anna Anderson, 167 and n.93. 

Anna Anderson was certainly aided by the fact that the true Anastasia had been shot in July 1918, so 

that those traces of her life that could testify against Anderson’s story mostly predated the double 

catastrophe of World War I and the Russian Revolution, which destroyed so many documents and 
witnesses. 

Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist 

Theory,” Theatre Journal 40, no. 4 (December 1988): 270. 

Impostors, like forgers, only become known in the aftermath of failure to pass. “Successful impostor,” 

like “successful forger,” is an empty category—not because its members don’t exist, but because they 

remain invisible to us. 

. Hamilton, Impersonations, 146, in a discussion of N. Katharine Hayles and the posthuman. 
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CHAPTER 22 


ROLE-PLAY, IMPROVISATION, AND EMERGENT 
AUTHORSHIP 


CELIA PEARCE 


A group of about a dozen people are “coming to” in the living room of a small apartment, 
awaking in a blurry and hung-over state after a night of reveling. Following an audition at a 
prestigious theater academy, the otherwise competitive crew decided to throw a spontaneous 
party at the flat of one of their members. As they begin to compare notes and piece together the 
events of the night before, conflicts emerge, indiscretions are revealed, and they struggle to find 
an explanation for the mysterious disappearance of their host. 


WHICH of the following does the above scenario describe (circle one)? (1) A 
real-life situation, (2) the opening scene from a movie, (3) a stage play, (4) an 
improvised performance, (5) a game. 

If you answered 5, you were correct. The epigraph that begins the chapter 
describes the opening moments of a game, specifically a genre of game known 
as a live action role-playing game (or larp) titled Prayers on a Porcelain Altar, 
or more colloquially, The Hangover Larp.' This particular instance of the game, 
designed by Finnish larper J. Tuomas Harviainen, was played by a group of 
researchers and facilitated by Jaakko Stenros at the Digital Games Research 
Association 2011 Conference in Holland. Larps are one of a number of game 
genres—some of which face-to-face, others take place remotely over a network, 
or over multiple media concurrently—that fall into the larger category of role- 
playing games, games in which players take on a character role to improvise a 
collective narrative. 

In this essay, I explore the notion of role-playing as a form of what I call 
“emergent authorship,” a bottom-up, procedural process leading to co-created, 
unexpected narrative outcomes.* I begin with an overview of role-playing 
practices in the context of what might be termed the “participatory turn” in 
performance and culture, briefly describe what I mean by “emergence,” discuss 
the role of flow and engrossment in emergence, outline a series of sociological 


“frames” that describe the functions within role-playing, and conclude with 
further discussion of role-playing as it fits into the participatory turn in 
performance and culture. 


WHAT IS ROLE-PLAYING? 


Sociologist Erving Goffman’s observation that “All the world is not, of course, a 
stage, but the crucial ways in which it isn’t are not easy to specify” seems 
prescient now in light of the growing conflation of performance and real life.* 
Role-playing is by no means a new phenomenon, but its rise in various forms 
can be seen as part of what might be termed a “participatory turn” in both 
performance and culture.* This participatory turn is paradigmatic of a sea change 
in the traditional performer-audience, one-to-many relationship. Reality 
television has supplanted scripted sitcoms; newsworthy events, such as the Arab 
Spring and the American Occupy movement, are becoming increasingly 
performative as we enter into an era of popular mobile surveillance; 
entertainment “properties” are regularly being “poached” by fans who adopt, 
extend, and, in some cases, subvert their authors’ original intent.° 

In the twenty-first century of YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, the blogosphere, 
photo and video capture on mobile phones, and the explosion of online games 
and virtual worlds, the lines continue to blur between authorship and 
appropriation, production and consumption, performer and audience. It becomes 
increasingly difficult to view role-playing as a niche “subculture” when the 
annual Dragon*Con fan convention drew over 45,000 attendees in 2011; upward 
of 12 million people are playing the massively multiplayer online role-playing 
game World of Warcraft, with 10 times that playing the Korean MMO hit Maple 
Story; and the pervasive live action role-playing game Humans versus Zombies 
(which most people over 25 have never heard of) has become a staple on college 
campuses, spanning 1,000 locations and six continents. 

But what do we mean by role-playing? Role-playing is both a literary and 
performative art, a leisure practice in which participants engage in real-time co- 
creation of a collective fiction. Role-playing games can take a variety of forms, 
some more structured, some more open-ended. Role-playing encompasses 
fictional settings that range from fantasy to historical to contemporary to 
futuristic or apocalyptic. They can take place in a variety of contexts, from the 
living room of a tabletop role-playing “Dungeon Master” to a gaming 
convention, to a campsite or national park, to online contexts such MUDs (text- 


only virtual worlds), to graphical “massively multiplayer online role-playing 
games” (MMORPGs), and to open-ended co-created virtual worlds where 
players can craft their own unique digital artifacts and mediated experiences. 
Many, although not all, of these experiences are characterized as “games.” 
Paraphrasing (and modifying slightly) Michael Hitchens and Anders Drachen, 
role-playing experiences are typically set within an imaginary, explorable world; 
consist of participants, including players who control individual characters that 
inhabit the world, and game masters or referees, who control the world and its 
nonplayer characters; involve interactions that are constrained by rules and 
social conventions; and result in improvised narratives that are enacted through 
the dynamic interchange of these elements.° 

It is generally acknowledged that most role-playing draws its lineage from the 
pioneering tabletop game Dungeons & Dragons (D&D), released in 1974,’ 
which borrowed from fantasy-genre literature such as J. R. R. Tolkien’s The 
Hobbit and its sequels, as well as other fantasy literature of the time. D&D 
introduced the notion of a narrative “system” that included frameworks for 
world-building—the creation of fictional societies and geographies—as well as 
statistical formulas for determining skills and outcomes of combat and conflicts.° 
This systems approach and the mathematical underpinning that went with it, 
along with the game’s prevalence on college campuses, set the stage for the 
genre to find its way onto the emerging medium of computing. Early text-based 
MUDs, created in the late 1970s and early 1980s, largely in computer science 
departments (one of the few places you could find a computer at this time), 
created the foundations and conventions for today’s graphical online games, 
such as World of Warcraft and Guild Wars, and even the more popular (if 
simplified) Korean hit Maple Story. Tabletop role-playing has since expanded its 
scope to vampire- and horror-themed narratives, among others. 

Larps also share a lineage with D&D, although they diverge from its initial 
structure in that they involve costumed physical interaction within a themed 
setting and tend to be less statistics-focused. Larping culture in particular has 
evolved to its highest form in the Nordic countries, revolving around the 
Knutepunkt conference and festival, large-scale larping events, and a tradition of 
deep philosophical thinking and writing about both the study and practice of 
larping.'° A parallel but distinct practice with its own influence and lineage is 
historical reenactment, an extremely popular leisure culture focused on role- 
playing historical periods and events.!! Renaissance Fairs and historical war 
reenactments are just two instantiations of this. Both historical reenactment and 
larping have a long history in the United States and Europe, and both sit on the 


borderline between Victor Turner’s notion of the liminal, the realm of religious 
ritual, and liminoid, secular leisure activities.'* As such they seem to fill a void 
left by decreasing participation in ritual by allowing people to transcend their 
day-to-day experience through engagement with alternative identities. !° 

Dungeons & Dragons is the canonical, and hence stereotypical vision that 
most people have of a tabletop role-playing game. Players sit around a table, 
usually engaging with a map created by the Dungeon Master. They sometimes 
have illustrations or even painted three-dimensional figurines of their characters, 
be they human, elf, dwarf, or other “race.” D&D style games typically involve 
exploring imaginary forests, caves, and dungeons. In the spirit of the literature 
that inspired them, they tend to frame the world in black-and-white/good-versus- 
evil terms. Conflict principally takes place in the form of battles with “bad 
guys,” usually monsters such as orcs or dragons, the outcome of which are 
resolved using multifaceted dice in combination with player and enemy 
Statistics. Players tend to work collectively as a team, although there are some 
cases where they may be at odds. Tabletop role-playing games integrate two 
elements: systems and story-worlds; these can also be decoupled as systems are 
applied to new stories and themes. 

Today’s tabletop role-playing games offer a range of sophisticated options in 
terms of both systems and stories. Vampire and horror-themed games, such as 
White Wolf’s popular World of Darkness series, have introduced both more 
complex interaction styles and more flexibility for game masters to create stories 
around its central themes.'* Another system, entitled “Generic Universal Role- 
playing Systems” (GURPS), allows game masters to create entirely original 
narratives and themes and players to create their own unique characters using a 
sophisticated system of statistics-based trait specification.'° Independent 
developers have also introduced new themes, such as Greek Gods, ninjas, and 
aliens, and some have even attempted to tackle more challenging topics, such as 
Stone Baby Games’ Steal Away Jordan, which puts players in the role of slaves 
in antebellum America.!® 

The contrast between tabletop role-playing and larping should be noted here. 
Tabletop role-playing games are known for their minimal representation, 
requiring players to create a shared imagination space with little to guide them 
other than words, maps, and occasionally figurines. Some would argue that this 
is the most elevated form of role-playing precisely because it does not attempt to 
externalize the imaginary world but requires the most of the imaginations of the 
participants. Conversely, live-action role-playing unabashedly theatricalizes 
these practices by placing them within physical sets where narratives are enacted 


in full costume. Larping involves creating immersive physical scenes where 
players participate for anywhere from several hours to several days in a physical 
simulation of an imaginary world. Use of technologies is generally constrained 
to those that exist within the world’s fiction. In the United States, popular larp 
themes include the tried and true medieval fantasy genre (chronicled in the 
documentary Darkon)!’ and steampunk, which entail constructing elaborate 
working contraptions to accompany role-play. Historical reenactment can also 
include military battles, such as the American Revolutionary and Civil wars, 
Medieval, Napoleonic, WWI, and WWII battles in Europe, or Renaissance Fairs 
and other gatherings in which participants immerse themselves in real-world 
historical simulation. One of the best-known such groups is the Society for 
Creative Anachronism, or SCA, devoted to reenacting medieval role-playing, 
culture, and crafts. 

As mentioned earlier, larping is probably at its most sophisticated in the 
Nordic larp scene, where the practice has been elevated to a high art form. 
Nordic larps include the classic fantasy and historical reenactment genres, such 
as medieval, vampire, zombie, and so forth. However, they also include a wide 
range of alternative, sometimes serious, and even heavy, documentary, absurd, 
or comical, or hybrid themes. Examples include an historically accurate 
recreation of a Viking village, a gathering of occultists at a 1930s house party 
trying to revive a deceased colleague, a convention of vampires called together 
to determine their next leader, a settlement of outsiders in a post-apocalyptic 
urban scenario, a conference of eccentric scientists presenting their new 
discoveries, and an erotic historical role-playing scenario (which pointedly does 
not permit real sex) based on the antics and writings of the infamous Marquis de 
Sade.!® There is also a branch of Nordic larping based on the “Dogma 99” 
Manifesto, a variation of filmmakers Lars von Trier’s and Thomas 
Vinterberg’s Dogma 95.7? The Hangover Larp described in the opening of this 
chapter, as well as a Cold War era bomb shelter after a nuclear holocaust, are 
two examples of this style of larp. There has even been a recreation of 
Vinterberg’s disturbing Dogma 95 film The Celebration, a patriarch’s birthday 
party that goes awry at the disclosure of the celebrant’s past sexual abuse of his 
now-adult children.*! 

An emerging subgenre of larping is the “pervasive larp.” Pervasive games, 
also called “alternate reality games” (ARGs), attempt to blur the boundary 
between the real world and the game world by embedding story elements across 
a variety of media including analog media such as magazines and billboards, 
graffiti, and even physical spaces. Commercial ARGs have been used to promote 


video games (Halo’s “I Love Bees”), films (The Dark Knight’s “Why So 
Serious?”’) and television programs (the Numb3rs’ ARG created by Area+Code). 
Perhaps the most popular example of a pervasive larp is the game Humans 
versus Zombies. HvZ, as it is colloquially called by its players, is a giant game of 
tag that typically takes place over an extended period, from a single day to an 
entire week. The game begins with a single zombie; all other players are 
humans. Over the duration of the game, zombies must turn humans into zombies 
by tagging them, and humans must avoid being tagged while attempting to 
immobilize zombies with socks and nerf guns. Set in the present day, games take 
place once or twice a year on college campuses for about a week at a time and 
are intermingled with regular day-to-day activities. The game has also been 
played in shorter-term variations during public game festivals such as Come Out 
and Play and IndieCade.** 

Since the mid-1990s, massively multiplayer online role-playing games 
(MMORPGs) have steadily entered the mainstream. This genre has steadily 
grown an audience since it began with Meridian 59 (1995) and Ultima Online 
(1996), to EverQuest (1998), to Blizzard’s smash hit World of Warcraft, and 
more recently, The Lord of the Rings Online (2007). Concurrently, the Korean 
video game industry has spawned its own mega-hits, such as Lineage, Guild 
Wars, and Maple Story. D&D and Tolkien-derived medieval fantasy genres have 
been joined by other themes, including superhero (City of Heroes), pirate 
(Pirates of the Burning Sea, Pirates of the Caribbean) and space/sci-fi (Entropia 
Universe, EVE Online, Star Wars Galaxies). In many of these games, full role- 
playing is optional. For instance, in World of Warcraft, role-playing is delineated 
by servers. In role-playing, or RP, servers, players maintain the tradition of fully 
immersing themselves in their characters and the story world; players in non-RP 
servers focus more on the gameplay. In some RP, servers, players stage special 
performances and events to enhance their experiences.*° 

In addition to games, open-ended virtual worlds have become rich sites for a 
wide variety of role-playing. At this writing, the most active of these is Second 
Life, a social virtual world whose affordances for creativity have fueled a range 
of role-playing practices, including fantasy and historical role-playing, family 
role-playing, and “fictive ethnicities,” in which players adopt affiliations with 
fictional ethnic groups, such as elves, furries, Klingons, or N’avi.2* Real-world 
historical role-playing is particularly prevalent in Second Life, requiring 
participants to comport themselves according to a fictionalized or idealized 
version of the dress and social mores of the era being enacted. As is also the case 
in real world role-playing, liberties are sometimes taken with historical social 


conventions. For instance, slavery might be omitted in an antebellum 
environment, or women may have more rights or better treatment in a medieval 
or Victorian community. Second Life historical role-playing includes Versailles 
during the Baroque period, Victorian-era Paris, Weimar Berlin, and prohibition- 
era Chicago, each of which has its own set of rules about dress and behavior. 

Fantasy role-playing communities in Second Life also have rules that dictate 
what is socially acceptable within their fictional settings, whether they be 
medieval fantasy, furries, or film-derived, such as the island devoted to role-play 
inspired by the James Cameron film Avatar. Two examples of thriving fantasy 
genre role-playing communities are pirates and steampunk. While there are a 
variety of different communities that fall into each of these categories, there are 
interesting examples of aggregate communities where smaller groups may join 
to compose a larger role-play society. The Independent State of Caledon, a 
Victorian and steampunk community, is one of the largest communities in 
Second Life. A variety of different regions make up this meta-community, which 
requires both visitors and members to adhere to “covenants” that dictate 
behavior and dress. While players are required to conform to some historically 
accurate social rules, such as period dress, nonetheless there may be some 
leeway under the constraints of the fantasy genre itself, as well as in response to 
other cultural practices. For instance, it is not at all uncommon to see humans in 
full Victorian garb sporting a tail and ears in steampunk regions, an 
accommodation of the prevalence of furry/Neko culture in Second Life, in which 
players present in various hybrid human/animal avatars. Further hybrids may 
emerge such as “steampunk tinies” or “medieval tinies” in which players present 
in thematic role-play, but in the form of a miniature cartoon animals. 

Another example is a pirate community consisting of a group of islands, each 
of which is a distinct subcommunity that abides by a set of shared rules and 
conventions. Pirate communities, unlike steampunk, have a strong combat 
element that includes sword fighting, cannon play, and sometimes archery. 
Because pirates are ... well ... pirates, they might be inclined to fight among 
themselves, but some roles, such as navy versus pirates, are obliged to attack 
each other on sight. This community also includes a “native island” whose 
indigenous population plays by its own rules (they are allowed, for instance, to 
go topless, which is forbidden elsewhere), and whose relations with other groups 
is ambiguous and negotiable. They mistrust the navy, but may have trade 
agreements with pirates, for example. Entering this area region requires an 
engagement with role-playing, and individuals who do not wish to be subjected 
to these conflicts are required to wear a nametag indicating that they are “out of 
character.” Interestingly, “pirate talk” is not a requirement, and in spite of the 


rules, players often slip in and out of “character,” bringing up such topics as the 
weather in their real-world location, or commenting on a song played on the 
soundtrack of pirate and seafarers’ songs. 

All of these role-playing genres have at their core a desire to participate as a 
character, rather then a spectator, enacting a narrative within a fictional setting. 
The goal of these immersive narrative experiences is to be part of a fictional 
narrative whose outcome is unknown as it unfolds. Emergent narrative occurs at 
the intersection of these improvised narrative enactments and the worlds and 
rules built by their creators. Emergence notwithstanding, make no mistake that 
sites of emergent authorship do in fact have authors. In fact, it can be argued that 
“world-building” is the new narrative art form, in which, rather than laying out a 
series of events in the form of a plot—the craft of the novelist, playwright or 
screenwriter—the role-play author builds a context for believable immersion and 
engagement by participants in emergent narratives. 


EMERGENT AUTHORSHIP 


Emergence is a broad term that cuts across a wide array of disciplines, 
describing complex patterns and organization that result from the interactions of 
individual entities operating on the basis of simple, autonomous rules or goals. 
Emergent systems are bottom-up, rather than top-down; they have no over- 
arching managerial function controlling processes and outcomes. Rather, they 
exhibit order from apparent chaos, and frequently produce outcomes that are 


“sreater than the sum of the parts.”~° 
Science journalist Steven Johnson describes emergent systems as those that 


get their smarts from below ... They are complex adaptive systems that display emergent behavior. In 
these systems, agents residing on one scale start producing behavior that lies one scale above them: 
ants create colonies; urbanities create neighborhoods; simple pattern-recognition software learns how 


to recommend new books. The movement from low-level rules to higher-level sophistication is what 


we call emergence.”° 


A number of disciplines have branches that explore emergent behavior, 
including mathematics, complexity, environmental, and computer science. Ant 
colonies, as mentioned above, and neural networks are other examples. Human 
complex systems represent another area of research, which includes urban 
studies, and examination of large-scale social processes. The growth of cities, for 
instance, is largely seen to be an emergent process. The Internet in general, and 
the Google search engine in particular, are paradigmatic emergent systems in 


that they exhibit order at a high-level that could not be predicted by an analysis 
of their individual elements at a lower level. 

Games are also emergent systems and as such have been studied extensively 
by complexity theorists, mathematicians, and computer scientists.2” Emergence 
is also a principal concern of game designers themselves. Salen and Zimmerman 
describe game development as a method of “second order design,” in which you 
do not design the product, which is play, but the means by which the product 
occurs.*® For this reason, game designers tend to iterate in their design process in 
order to learn as much as they can about the possibility space of their games and 
the emergent behaviors it might engender. 

The advent of large-scale, Internet-enabled game communities has created an 
explosion in the range of emergent behaviors exhibited by games. I was already 
deeply engaged with the first generation of virtual worlds when large-scale 
emergent phenomena in online games caught my attention in the late 1990s. At 
this time, the first MMORPGs were becoming popular and players began to sell 
virtual items on eBay, including entire accounts, complete with avatars and all 
their property. This practice became known as “eBaying,” and has since 
exploded into a multibillion-dollar global business. In China for instance, illegal 
“real money transactions” (exchanges of real money for virtual currency) are a 
huge black market business that entails sweatshops packed with young men who 
spend their days “gold farming,” collecting virtual currency in online games, 
which their employers then sell online.?9 

Key to the principle of emergence is the concept of feedback. In online games, 
features of the software can act as feedback systems to promote emergence. For 
instance, systems within virtual worlds that encourage players to create and sell 
artifacts set up a feedback loop that rewards those with a proficiency and 
productivity. Similarly, if a game has a currency system, it is likely that a black 
market will emerge such as the “gold farming” described above. Virtual 
currency systems create a way for game developers to make money, but also 
create a hotbed for criminal activity. 

Due to my ongoing work in interactive narrative and game design, 
developed a particular interest in the “emergent narratives” taking place in both 
multiplayer and single-player games. One game where this was particularly 
notable was the 2001 hit The Sims. The Sims is a single-player game where you 
oversee AI characters living their day-to-day lives. It has no combat and no 
win/lose state, and has been described as an interactive dollhouse. Over time, 
players of The Sims began to use the game in various ways to tell stories. One 
was to use the photo album function to create graphical novels. Another was to 
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create soap operas, then post them on the community site for others to continue 
playing. A third was the practice of machinima, creating films in game engines 
using external video capture tools. Players also created their own “skins” for sim 
characters, including celebrity and historical skins, among others.°! From a game 
design perspective, what is perhaps most interesting about these practices is that 
Maxis, the company that designed The Sims, has carefully tracked these 
emergent behaviors, adding new features to extend the potential for emergent 
narratives, such as integrating machinima-creation into the game. The addition 
of these features serve as a feedback loop further promoting emergent behavior. 
When The Sims Online, a multiplayer version of the game, opened it suffered 
from a reverse feedback loop: the emergence of mafia groups that would 
threaten and extort other players. This emergent narrative had negative 
consequences and eventually caused most of its players to leave the game. Over 
800 Sims Online players, fleeing the emergent organized crime in the game, 
migrated to the virtual world There.com. 

The Sims Online was my first encounter with inter-game immigration, a 
phenomenon where large groups of players migrate from one game to another. 
This can sometimes occur when a new game of the same genre launches, but can 
also result from a game closure. My book Communities of Play chronicles the 
adventures of another group of game refugees, the “Uru diaspora” from the 
defunct multiplayer game Uru: Ages Beyond Myst. When the game closed in 
2004, leaving 3,000 people refugees, members of the “Uru diaspora” (as I 
termed it) immigrated en masse into other games and virtual worlds such as 
Second Life and There.com. There they created hybrid cultures and “fictive 
ethnicities,” referring to themselves and “Uruvians” and “Uru-Thereians,” and 
creating artifacts derived from or inspired by the game they had left.** The tale 
of the Uru refugees paralleled the story of the game itself, concerning a society 
that had immigrated to Earth when their own world had been destroyed. In 
addition, the skills they developed playing the game, which was both 
challenging and collaborative, aided them in finding a solution when the game 
came to an end. Thus, the over-arching question addressed by the study was: 
What fuels emergence? How do player behavior patterns develop around 
gameplay, and what is the role of specific narratives and design features in “play 
ecosystems” in enabling and engendering emergent behavior?** 


PLAY COMMUNITIES, FLOW AND ENGROSSMENT 


One of the answers can be found in the notion of “communities of play,” which 
are similar to communities of practice bound by professional or folk practice,* 
but whose social bonds are instead formed through play activities. The bonds of 
these communities can run very deep as play creates a unique affinity that is 
distinct from that formed by other types of group activities.*° In some cases, as 
with the Uru diaspora, these bonds can ultimately transcend any particular game, 
and can become “trans-ludic,” spanning multiple games. Play communities have 
been around for centuries and can include golf clubs, bowling and baseball 
leagues, chess, bridge, bingo, mah-jongg and poker clubs, as well as the various 
genres of role-playing described in this chapter. Some of these role-playing 
genres have even begun to supplant traditional play communities. The growth of 
online games as part of workplace culture has prompted some to dub World of 
Warcraft “the new golf.”°° 

Bernie De Koven, one-time director of the New Games Foundation and author 
of The Well-Played Game: A Player’s Philosophy, has devoted considerable 
time to the study and cultivation of play communities. He describes a play 
community as a group of people who chose to play together and whose style of 
play is honed to enhance the overall experience for all its members. Play 
communities come together to co-create what De Koven describes “social 
fictions” that exist “only as they are continuously created. They are not intended 
to replace reality but to suspend consequences” for a given group of people in a 
given setting.°” 

It is this suspension of consequences, the shift in social rules that can be 
viewed as the defining characteristic of a game. Various play theorists have 
defined games as a special set of rules outside those of everyday social 
engagement to which a group of people mutually agree to adhere for a limited 
time frame. The framework in which this takes place has been called “the magic 
circle,”°® a special invisible boundary between the “real world” and a set of 
alternative rules by which a play community abides during a game session. 
Although this boundary has been found to be porous, it nonetheless provides the 
framework for these “social fictions” in which play communities engage. 

In “Fun in Games,” a little-known essay that can be seen as the precursor to 
his well-known work on frame analysis, sociologist Erving Goffman sets the 
stage for his influential theory by expounding at length on the social dynamics of 
game interactions. Goffman sees games as paradigmatic of a range of small 
group interactions that he calls “encounters” or “focused gatherings,” which also 
include more serious enterprises such as surgery and group therapy. He describes 
such encounters as follows: 


Focused interaction occurs when people effectively agree to sustain a single focus of cognitive and 


visual attention, as in a conversation, a board game, or a joint task sustained by a close face-to-face 


circle of contributors.°? 


Invoking play theorists Johan Huizinga*? and Roger Caillois,*! as well as 


anthropologist Gregory Bateson,4* Goffman sees games as quintessential 
encounters because 


participants are willing to forswear for the duration of the play any apparent interest in the esthetic, 
sentimental or monetary value of the equipment employed, adhering to what might be called rules of 


irrelevance [italics his.]*? 


What is meant by “rules of irrelevance”? Goffman characterizes these as 
“structures of inattention” that permit participants to collectively, if temporarily, 
ignore the real world meanings of artifacts and actions and imbue them with a 
shared meaning specific to playing of a game.** These “game-meaningful 
happenings” are enabled by game-generated roles and identities that determine 
the constraints with which participants may interact during the play encounter.*° 

He goes on to describe this as a “world-building activity” composed of 
“transformation rules,” in which “a matrix of possible events and a cast of roles 
through whose enactment the events occur constitute together a field for fateful 
dramatic interaction, a plane of being, an engine of meaning, a world in itself, 
different from all other worlds except the ones generated when the same games 
are played at other times.”4° Most important, Goffman attempts to understand 
what is at the heart of such an encounter, and what would motivate individuals to 
engage in these “world-building activities,” each of which exists within, 
according to Kurt Riezler, “a little cosmos of its own.’“’ The answer, according 
to Goffman is “engrossment.” 

Although it was introduced over a decade later, Csikszentmihalyi’s notion of 
“flow” is surprisingly parallel to Goffman’s conception of engrossment. In 
Beyond Boredom and Anxiety: The Experience of Play in Work and Games, 
Csikszentmihalyi describes flow as an “autotelic” activity with its own intrinsic 
experiential reward: 


In the flow state, action follows upon action according to an internal logic that seems to need no 
conscious intervention by the actor. He experiences it as a unified flowing from one moment to the 


next, in which he is in control of his actions, and in which there is little distinction between self and 


environment, between stimulus and response, or between past, present and future.*® 


Flow can occur in a wide range of activities, from creating a painting, to 
writing a novel, rock climbing, playing basketball, musical improvisation, and 


playing chess (to which Csikszentmihalyi devotes an entire chapter of 
analysis).*? Csikszentmihalyi sets flow within a channel that represents an 
optimal state of concentration and connectedness that is maintained through a 
careful balance between boredom and anxiety. Boredom is produced when the 
task is too easy; anxiety results when it is too difficult. The ideal of flow occurs 
when one is “up to the task” and one’s skills are challenged just enough to 
maintain this optimal state.°? Similarly, Goffman describes the “euphoria 
function,”°! a maximum level of engrossment, achieved via a balance between 
ease and tension. When this euphoria function breaks down, the result can be 
boredom, as when a skilled poker player finds himself repeatedly winning 
against weaker players, or anxiety, as when a player is not of equal skill or has 
placed something at stake in the game that has real-world consequences, such as 
a high monetary bet. 

As a psychologist, Csikszentmihalyi tends to look at flow from the perspective 
of the individual experience, whereas, as a sociologist, Goffman’s construction 
is through the lens of intersubjectivity. When flow is applied to the play 
community, therefore, it becomes a social enterprise. De Koven has described 
this social form of flow, building on Csikszentmihalyi, as “CoLiberation,”°? or 
what I call “intersubjective flow.”°? In addition to blurring the distinction 
“between self and environment, between stimulus and response, or between past, 
present and future,” intersubjective flow also blurs the distinction between self 
and other. Players engaged in the intersubjective flow experience perceive 
themselves as part of a greater whole. De Koven maps Csikszentmihalyi’s flow 
model to a related dynamic between conformity (boredom) and alienation 
(anxiety), demonstrating how an optimal flow state can be achieved in the 
channel between the two. The principle behind intersubjective flow is that flow 
is not just a matter of individual focus and concentration, but arises out of a 
dynamic interplay between individuals within a play community who play with 
and to each other’s strengths in such a way as to maintain an optimal flow state 
for all participants. In other worlds, together they co-create a state of 
engrossment. 

This intersubjective, fundamentally social process is one of the primary 
functions that fuels emergent behavior. In a state of intersubjective play, players 
experiment, push each other within the constraints of the game, and experience a 
heightened state of consciousness and unification in which the experience they 
are collectively creating, or in the case of role-playing games, authoring, takes 
on a life of its own. As a result, the player tends to find herself in situations that 
are often surprising and unexpected, to both herself and others within the group. 


This is a familiar experience to those who have worked in various forms of 
improvisation, be it actors, dancers, or musicians. 


ROLE-PLAYING STRUCTURE 


As stated earlier, the rule structures are a major contributor to emergent 
authorship, so it’s useful to interrogate that structure in order to understand its 
role in emergent authorship. Sociologist Gary Alan Fine has applied both 
Goffman’s theories on game encounters and Csikszentmihalyi’s notion of flow 
to his pioneering study of tabletop role-players. Fine sees role-playing as the 
ultimate form of world-building, as it concerns the creation of fictional cultural 
systems. These cultural systems make up a “shared fantasy” that consists of 
“players and referees collectively constructing history and biography for their 
society and characters.”°4 This is accomplished through an intersubjective 
interplay between three components: the game rules and system as determined 
by the designer, the application of those rules to a specific play session or 
“campaign” by the referee or “game master,” and the emergent improvised 
narrative enacted by the players as they take on roles and characters within the 
specific campaign and the broader game system from which it is derived. 
Building on the “Fun in Games” essay described earlier, Fine identifies three 
Goffmanian “frames” that role-players inhabit concurrently, and between which 
they shift somewhat fluidly in the process of engaging in a role-playing 
experience. Fine’s frameworks work well for any type of role-playing 
experience, whether tabletop, larp, historical reenactment or online role- 
playing.°° In this section I will expand on Fine’s frames in an attempt to apply 
them to all role-playing activities, as well as adding two new frames. Within the 
existing frames, I will also include new subframes that address the different 
phases of story and character creation that take place within role-playing games. 


Primary Frame 


The first of Fine’s role-playing frames adapted from Goffman establishes the 
grounding reality of the gaming context. This framework also defines what 
might be termed the core set of social or cultural rules that dictate behavior in a 
given situation. Commonsense social rules dictate behaviors, including 
appropriate behavior for a group of friends playing a game together within a 
given culture: We are sitting around a table at someone’s house; we are 


colleagues from the university who play games together; since we are all Danish 
and we are in Denmark, we are speaking Danish. If the scenario is a larp, it 
might include: We are in a public campsite; we are wearing steampunk 
costumes; we are playing a game, etc. In an online game, the fact that we are 
playing on a computer via a piece of software over a network will compose part 
of this frame. 


Player Frame 


The second framework defined by Fine via Goffman is the player frame, 
dictated by the set of rules and constraints that govern the game. This has also 
been termed the “magic circle”°® and it stipulates that, in addition to our primary 
framework, we agree to abide by an alternative set of rules that dictate what we 
can and cannot do in this particular game scenario. It’s important to realize that 
the voluntary agreement to abide by these rules is essential. In fact, when people 
fail to abide by the agreed-upon rules of the game, intense and heated debates 
can occur that impact and affect the primary framework. Observe a child 
cheating at Monopoly or a disagreement at a poker game and you will see how 
seriously players take the agreement to abide by this alternative set of rules. The 
player frame includes the operational components of the game, such as the rules, 
the map, the statistical system that players use to define their characters, and 
other game artifacts, such as dice. These are some times termed “non-diegetic” 
elements, meaning that they are components of the experience that exist outside 
the fiction of the world itself.°” 

Typically the magic circle constrains the game in such a way that it is very 
clear who is “in” and who is “out” of the game and there are even circumstances, 
such as promoted by the New Games movement, in which a “safe area” is 
established where players can go if they wish to temporarily step out of the rule 
frame.°® “I don’t want to play anymore, so I’m going over here.” At that point, 
the individual exits the magic circle and its rule requirements and is no longer in 
the player frame. A problem arises in some game genres, particularly pervasive 
games and ARGs, when non-playing individuals are implicated in the game. An 
example cited by Montola et al. was Vem grater, a planned weeklong sequence 
of mysterious poltergeist events staged within Gotland University as part of an 
ARG. The game had to be aborted, however, due to the fact that the hidden 
sounds and other poltergeist effects were disturbing to students and staff, who 
were not aware the game was taking place.°? Another example is Humans vs. 
Zombies, which is ideal for a college campus, where distinct boundaries and 


activity frames, such as classrooms, park areas, dormitories, and dining facilities, 
create an affordance for determining “safe” areas. In public locations, however, 
when intermingled with real life, the game can potentially create problems in 
cases where safe zones are not clearly delineated. Civilians can find themselves 
lobbed with socks, or have their lunch interrupted by fleeing humans leaping 
over café tables. Here rather than reality breaking the fiction of the game, the 
game is breaking reality. 


Character Frame 


The third framework, introduced by Fine, is the character created by the player 
under the rubrics of the rules that constitute the second, in a co-construction with 
other players. Fine points out that it is the character frame that distinguishes role- 
playing from other types of games.°? When playing chess we do not embody the 
character of the “black” or “white” pieces (Fine’s example), nor do we try to 
take on the characteristics of the “shoe” or the “top hat” when playing Monopoly 
(mine). In role-play, on the other hand, it is our explicit aim to develop a unique 
and distinct character in real time, improvisationally and in concert with others. 
The character frame is sometimes termed the diegetic frame, because it exists 
within the shared fiction of the story-world.®! 

Here I’d like to break down the character frame into two subframes: character 
creation and character performance. While Fine describes the character creation 
process, he does not give it its own discrete frame. However, I believe that 
character creation—which involves players authoring a character’s backstory, 
personality, abilities and statistics—is its own play frame and should be analyzed 
as such, distinct from the process of performing the character in real time. Each 
of these activities can engender flow or engrossment, and character creation has 
a strong intersubjective component, even though it is often done in isolation 
from other players. 


Character Creation 


It’s important to emphasize that character creation in role-playing begins long 
before the players come together into whatever magic circle they have 
established. The fact that these experiences are improvised does not preclude 
preparation, which is often extensive. In the case of tabletop role-playing, it is 
generally, though not always the case that the characters are actually designed by 
the players beforehand. The game master (whose frame will be described in 
more detail presently) will typically provide some guidelines and constraints 
with varying degrees of specificity. Occasionally, the players will work with 


characters determined by the GM. In the Hangover Larp, for instance, each 
player receives a sheet with characteristics including a few words describing 
such qualities as Temperament, State of Mind, and Memory Glimpses from the 
night before. More typically, the characters are developed by the players 
beforehand and integrated by the GM into the story, within the constraints of the 
world and system being used. 

In tabletop role-playing games, character development entails two 
components: One is the creation of skills and personality traits through statistics. 
They may include attributes such as charisma and dexterity, as well as flaws, 
such as alcoholism or a limp. This is typically accompanied by a narrative 
describing the character’s personality and history. Historical reenactment and 
larping entail preparation in the form of character and backstory development, 
but also require hours of handicrafts, such as the creation of costumes or 
weapons for use in the game. The handicrafts are a form of what I refer to as 
“productive play,” creative practices that emerge out of community play 
practices.°* Some of these items can also be purchased and there is a thriving 
business of merchants who cater to these communities by creating steampunk 
attire, gadgets, and elaborately designed foam weapons. Role-players in Second 
Life typically have some kind of backstory associated with their characters, and 
also spend a great deal of time on avatar skin selection or design, as well as 
theme- and character-appropriate attire, again, a booming business within the 
virtual world. Role-players can spend many months preparing their characters 
for a role-playing event, and in cases where events are serialized or ongoing, 
they might iterate their characters over time based on an evolving chain of 
events in the game’s narrative. 

A great deal of craft and effort goes into character creation, but it should also 
be noted that players are seldom “in character” while this preparation takes 
place. Rather, character creation is its own frame, which can exist in isolation or 
collaboratively with others, but which constitutes a creative activity in and of 
itself. Even when it is a solitary activity, character creation is highly social. In 
crafting their characters, players will consider the play community as a whole 
and how the character fits into the world and with the other players’ characters, 
as well as his or her role in the goals of the story. GMs will review character 
descriptions and stats ahead of time, often integrating them into the story itself. 
The attention played to costuming, appearance and authenticity in both real and 
virtual role-playing creates a form of intersubjective flow in which players rise 
to meet the craft and skill of their cohort. As co-performers in a theatrical event, 
they seek to impress each other, and show off their creativity, proficiency, and 
skill at assembling a character, pushing each other into a higher state of flow. 


This has a similar role to preparation in other forms of improvisation in that the 
extent to which individuals prepare can have a major impact on both their own 
and each other’s experience of flow and engrossment. 


Character Performance 


Once engaged in the actual role-play scenario, players then take on Fine’s 
definition of the character frame through performing their characters in real time. 
Here a parallel can be found in performance studies. In 1988, Richard 
Schechner, the father of performance theory, presented a concept which he 
called the “not me, not not me” paradox (1988). Applied to playing, acting, 
performing and ritual, Schechner describes the sense that a character one is 
performing is not entirely the performer herself, yet not entirely not the 
performer. Thus, a role-play character can be viewed as a hybrid of the 
character and the individual playing the character. This can be equated to what 
James Paul Gee calls “the third being” that exists between a character being 
played in a video game, and the player herself.°° It’s important to note, however, 
that the “third being” is not only a transaction between the game world and the 
player; in multiplayer settings, the third being also becomes a social construction 
that is enacted collectively by the group. Once the performance begins, the 
character is no longer the sole creation of the individual player, but character 
development becomes an intersubjective project. 

Four findings of the Uru study have bearing here. The first was the concept of 
“seeing and being seen.” To players, who had previously inhabited the Myst 
games as a single-player world, this was a radical paradigm shift that 
dramatically changed their experience of the game world. Now players were not 
only playing the game but also performing for other players, creating a co- 
performative feedback loop.®* One observation here is that people will do what 
they see others doing, and in play contexts will build on or expand the actions of 
others. Thus a single experiment, like using loose objects to create a new play 
activity, can start with a small group and snowball into widespread emergent 
behavior. 

The second related finding was that identity was socially constructed and 
itself emergent, as both the individual and group identity developed over time 
and in dialog with each other.°° As a result, players found that the directions 
their virtual personas took, even in non-role-playing contexts, often surprised 
them. Players who considered themselves loners became leaders; players who 
had previously never been creative became famous designers. Players who were 
normally conservative found themselves engaging in daring (albeit virtual) 


activities, such as road racing and skydiving. Some players found that these 
emergent behaviors also influenced their real lives in various ways. One player 
expressed to me that he found his virtual world and “real life” avatar (the term 
commonly used by players) growing increasingly similar; as he put it, borrowing 
from Marshall McLuhan,°° “We create our avatars, and our avatars create us.”°” 

The third finding came out of the types of players who were attracted to a 
certain community. Players who like to play Myst games had traits and 
preferences that went into their core play styles. Thus, before they even came 
together, Uru players had shared proclivities for certain styles of play. They 
referred to themselves collectively as “explorers” and “puzzle-solvers” who 
were disinterested in combat and more enamored of intellectual challenges. The 
majority of players in the study were Baby Boomers, which also oriented them 
to certain play patterns. 

Finally, as unexpected as they are, the emergent qualities of these narratives 
can be tied directly back to the rules that created them. The choices that people 
make are constrained by the affordances of the fictional world they inhabit in the 
character frame, as well as the operational rules that exist within the player 
frame. Therefore, I propose two additional frames to Fine’s schema. These 
frames relate to the rules themselves, how they are created and moderated. 


THE FOURTH AND FIFTH FRAMES: GAME MASTER 
AND GAME DESIGNER 


Game Master 


The fourth frame I would like to propose is the Game Master, also referred to as 
referee or GM, and sometimes DM (Dungeon Master). This is the role of the 
person or persons administering the game itself, and hence driving the narrative. 
Like the two levels of character creation, the GM also has a preparatory frame 
and a performative frame, each of which is quite different. The preparatory 
frame, like character creation, can often be a solitary but no less intersubjective 
activity, because the GM must consider each player, his or her character, and 
how they fit into the whole of the context and the storyline. 

Unlike the other players, the GM must create and maintain a mental model of 
the entire world, its history and culture, its possibility space, and the state of the 
world from moment to moment as the game progresses. The GM (or sometimes 


GMs) is an omniscient narrator, sometimes jokingly referred to as the “God” of 
the world. She embodies the rules, as well as the fictional world itself, including 
its terrain, its culture, and all of its nonplayer characters (NPCs) and creatures. In 
addition, the GM usually arrives at the scene armed with background knowledge 
of all the player characters, so she typically knows more about the players than 
they know about each other. 


Preparatory Frame 


GMing, like character creation, entails extensive preparation. Tabletop role- 
playing GMs not only collaborate with players on character creation, but they 
also have to create complex storylines, elaborate maps, detailed descriptions of 
every space in the game, including descriptions of key props, such as the 
contents of a treasure chest or a drawer. They have to account for every detail: if 
there is a tape recorder in the room, they must know the contents of the tape. If 
there is a window, they have to be able to describe the view. Most of this 
information, they have to hold inside their heads. 

In larps, which are often produced by teams, world creation is even more 
involved and typically more social because it also includes the scenography, as 
well as potentially some media production and technology components. This 
entails immense creativity, planning, and craftsmanship, and, in some cases, 
great expense. Larpers often pay a premium to be immersed in authentic role- 
play environments, which are usually created by inventively appropriating and 
altering existing spaces. A campsite can be turned into a medieval village for a 
week; an abandoned shipyard can become a settlement for outsiders in a 
dystopic futuristic setting; the interior of a submarine can be converted into a 
spaceship; an ordinary hotel can host a convention of vampires or mad scientists. 
The Hangover Larp described at the start of the chapter took place in a 
temporary classroom building that was outfitted to look like a cheap, IKEA- 
decorated apartment. Once these elements are put in place, be it a paper map or a 
medieval village, they set the stage for the GM to direct and oversee the role- 
play experience itself, entering into the Performative Frame. 


Performative Frame 


Once the world is designed and the game is underway, the GM takes on a 
different role, also godlike, but responsive to events in real time. She must 
carefully lay out various scenarios and options, and manage how information is 
meted out. She may take players aside to tell them information to which only 
they are privy. Information may be revealed to players through investigation, 


exploration, or interrogation of non-player characters, the outcome determined 
by the role of a die. The lock picker may try to gain entry to the secret dungeon, 
but fail due to a poor die roll. In each scenario, the GM has to be prepared to 
embellish and improvise, while maintaining plausibility and consistency of the 
world and its rules. Because the gameplay is dynamic, players may ask the GM 
questions, and while she does not have to have every question accounted for, she 
had better be prepared to improvise a believable explanation for every element in 
the world. She also has to create and perform a set of supporting characters, 
which, although most likely not as developed as the player characters, must be 
equally convincing. As she does this, she is constantly considering the individual 
players in all the frames they inhabit and how to orchestrate the highest level of 
engrossment, that is, flow for everyone. She will also in the process enter into 
her own state of flow in the same way a philharmonic conductor might 
experience flow while overseeing a musical performance. 

While GMing, as part of a somewhat marginalized hobby culture, is not held 
at the level of esteem as other forms of story creation, such as the writing of 
novels, stage plays, or screenplays. I would argue that it is worthy to be regarded 
equally as a high art form, requiring a comparable if not higher degree of 
creativity than traditional storytelling genres. As much planning as the GM does, 
she has to be prepared to “wing it,” to improvise on the fly. She may have a 
general idea of where things are going, but she also has to expect the 
unexpected. Few other storytelling forms require such a broad range of skills at 
such a high degree of engagement. 

Given the trends toward participatory culture, I anticipate that in the coming 
years, GMing will emerge more strongly as a legitimate storytelling art, one in 
which interactive stories are crafted specifically for their participants, involving 
a delicate balance of planning and improvisation. Though derived from the 
tabletop role-playing genre, online multiplayer games with all their creativity 
and graphical detail have yet to reach this high water mark of storytelling that is 
uniquely responsive to each individual within each group that plays them. They 
have the characteristic that interactive narrative pioneer Glorianna Davenport 
refers to in talking about indigenous storytelling cultures: “My storyteller knows 
me," 


Game Designer/World Creator 


The fifth frame I propose, and one that is often overlooked, is that of the game 
designer. There are some cases, as with larps and ARGs, in which the game 


designer and GM are conflated, but more often the game designer is not present 
in any of the player or GM frames described above. However, though the game 
designer may not be physically present, her presence is critical because she in 
fact builds the foundation on top of which the other frames sit. This is 
particularly important if we want to understand emergence, since the rules 
themselves create its raw materials. As Thomas Malaby points out in his 
extensive study of Linden Lab, the creators of Second Life, every decision that 
goes into the design and implementation of a piece of software is built on a set of 
core values held by the designers themselves.’ These values in turn drive the 
features of the world, including its culture, its aesthetics, and its reward system. 
To exclude them from a discussion of the intersubjective context of a gaming 
experience is equivalent to ignoring features of the underlying cultural system, 
such as language and religion, within an anthropological study. 

In tabletop role-playing, it is not the typical scenario for game designers to be 
present when their games are being played. Game systems are created ahead of 
time, typically tested and iterated, then released into the wild to be taken up by 
GMs, who then learn the game system and develop their own scenarios and 
instantiations of the game world. Some systems, such as GURPs, allow players a 
high degree of freedom to create their own customized story around a particular 
system of statistics and procedures. Others, such as Empire of the Petal Throne, 
have fairly defined roles, races, and cultures, a kit of parts with which GMs and 
players co-create narratives. 

Understanding the fourth and fifth frames is essential to the study of emergent 
narrative. If, as was posed in our discussion about emergence, complexity and 
order arise out of the interplay between isolated goals and rules, by 
understanding the foundational rules of a game world and system, and the 
methods by which these are manipulated by the GM, we can begin to anticipate 
and understand how to harness the expressive potential of emergent narrative. 


CONCLUSION: EMERGENCE, EXPRESSION, AND THE 
PARTICIPATORY TURN 


In this chapter, we explored the dynamics of emergent narrative in various forms 
of role-playing. We looked at a variety of role-playing genres, investigated the 
role of flow and engrossment as an engine for emergence, and outlined the 
“frames” through which participants engage in these practices, in order to 
understand better the social contexts in which such emergence occurs. We also 


emphasized the craftsmanship that goes into role-playing, both in its preparation 
and its enactment, and demonstrated how it is advancing as an art form. The 
hope is that more scholarly examination and expanded awareness of these 
storytelling genres will help to legitimize them as valid narrative forms. 

On a broader level, role-playing as well as other forms of culture described at 
the beginning of this chapter reinforce not only the notion of the “performative 


turn” put forth by Schechner, Turner, Goffman, Willis, Denzin and others,’° but 
also, in the context of media, suggest a “participatory” turn. This participatory 
turn represents a paradigm shift that reconfigures media around co-performance 
practices that blur the traditional boundaries of performer/audience, 
producer/consumer. This participatory turn can be seen in a number of social and 
media trends, including reality television, blogging, and the explosion of 
YouTube as a mode of self-documentation for activism. It is also driving a major 
change in how we think about narrative, particularly interactive narrative. In this 
new paradigm, the craft of interactive narrative becomes the art of world- 
building and system-creation, to develop contexts for narrative to arise 
emergently through group interaction. At the same time, the players themselves 
also embody this storytelling craft through character creation and the enactment 
of interactive narrative within the rules and world parameters created by 
designers and facilitators of these fictional worlds. 
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CHAPTER 23 


BODIES, BORDER, TECHNOLOGY 
The Promise and Perils of Telematic Improvisation 


ADRIENE JENIK 


Technology is not just about computers, and movement is not just about dancing bodies. Both are 
about communication across people in a rapidly advancing technological age in which the 
relations traversing bodies, art, image technologies, and the marketplace need to be continuously 


evaluated and changed if necessary.! 


IN this essay, I examine long-held notions of the centrality of proximal bodies in 
improvisation. Though the subject of the live body has been interrogated in 
relation to technological prosthesis and the residue of the live body has been 
acknowledged even in its mediated form,* much remains to understand. When 
improvising across distances (as with telematic improvisation), how do the 
improvisers utilize the unique properties of distance? What types of performance 
cues develop within a networked improvisatory environment? This chapter 
draws upon my artistic experience as director of a number of my own 
improvisational performance projects (“DESKTOP THEATER,” “SPECFLIC,” 
and the “OPEN_BORDERS Lounge”) to address these and other questions. In 
doing so, I hope to expand the understanding of this practice and address not 
only differences in form and technique but also the ways in which socio-political 
context, language difference, and time zone might become a part of the critical 
conversation surrounding improvisation. For more than two decades, I’ve 
collaborated with others developing telematic performances via 
telecommunications networks. Though the work has not always been framed as 
improvisation, the changing nature of embodiment and rapid innovations in 
technology have meant that much of this activity is necessarily contingent. The 
work has been strengthened through its (explicit and implicit) embrace of 
improvisatory techniques and processes. The heightened awareness, attentive 
listening, responsive flexibility, and celebration of the great potential inherent in 
collective creation that are hallmarks of group improvisation in music and dance 


are evident in these telematic experiments. 

A unique feature of telematic improvisation, and one that deserves further 
examination and inquiry, is the spatial and temporal location of the improvising 
bodies. Through the use of network technology, these bodies need no longer be 
colocated. Improvisation may now occur across distance, interrupting the 
formative assumption in improvisational practice of the proximal body. As brief 
long-distance airline travel is viewed less favorably due to its environmental 
impact, and traversing borders grows more precarious due to increased 
militarization of national borders, telematics are being considered by artists 
committed to international exchange and expressive collaboration. Differences 
of location, time of day, and other context markers (e.g., socio-political 
environment, economic and institutional variables, and choice of interior vs. 
exterior setting) affect the improvisation. Improvising across mediated networks 
renders more challenging some heretofore steady-state dependencies (like 
synchronous sound), frustrating utopic states, but it also enables other 
performance possibilities to emerge. 

In this essay, I reflect upon three moments of my practice in which the 
dynamic flows of bodies, technologies, and borders become apparent. In doing 
so, I’m interested in the following questions: 


* How can the networked improvising system (of bodies, technologies, and 
processes) be best described? 

¢ What challenges can distance represent to the practice of improvisation? 

* How can the unique affordances of distance be exploited in an 
improvisation? 

* How does the technologically mediated/telematic process situate the bodies 
of performers and audience members within and across their respective 
borders? 


The three projects I examine, conducted at seven-year intervals, reflect a 
changing understanding of (and relationship to) the US national border as well as 
exponential changes in networking and broadcast technology. I argue that the 
dynamics of “la frontera” and computing techology contribute, in different ways, 
to the impact of and interest in the work. EL NAFTAZTECA (1994-1995)? was 
a live 90-minute satellite broadcast, written and performed by Guillermo 
Gomez-Pefia and Roberto SiFuentes, that was directed (and later edited) by 
myself and produced by Philip Djwa* for the series In a Word ... with 


Technology.? DESKTOP THEATER (1997-2002) was a series of experimental 
performance experiments in online visual chat spaces developed in collaboration 


with Lisa Brenneis.° OPEN_BORDERS Lounge (2008) was a live performance 
environment commissioned by the University of California at Los Angeles 
(UCLA) and the Hemispheric Institute for their “Actions of Transfer” 
conference/symposium (developed in collaboration with Charley Ten). 

Each of these projects offered varying sites of embodiment and types of 
improvisation. As is common with performance, each had different sets of 
expectations and demands concerning the audience for the work. As a result, this 
essay does not directly compare methods or offer conclusions on best practices. 
Instead, I hope to offer insights into an evolving practice that will be built upon 
by cross-border, telemediated, nonproximal improvisers to come. 


CASE STUDY 1: EL NAFTAZTECA 


EL NAFTAZTECA developed out of months-long conversations among the 
producer, director, and writers/performers of the piece. The final project 
encompassed a week-long rehearsal and set preparation, a live 90-minute 
satellite broadcast, and an edited version of the live show that was rebroadcast 
and screened at film festivals nationally and internationally.’ The script centers 
around EL NAFTAZTECA (Gomez-Pefia) and his sidekick Cyber-Vato 
(SiFuentes), who interrupt the evening’s regular programming by hacking into 
the public airwaves from an underground bunker in an undisclosed location. 
During this faux pirate-TV broadcast, EL NAFTAZTECA demonstrates several 
new high-tech systems, including a system for recalling Chicano memory (the 
Techno-Pal 2000) and several gestural virtual reality interfaces—the VR 
Sombrero and the VR Bandana. 

Though much of Gomez-Pefia’s performance is scripted, improvisational 
parameters exist within the script (primarily in response to live call-ins to the 
show), and the program features many live production elements. These elements 
include the performance of SiFuentes, handheld studio cameras, live sound 
effects performed by Philip Djwa, live electronic switching among media 
sources, and even a live turkey that was brought on set in honor of the 
Thanksgiving holiday. Additional technical details of the program setup include 
a network-transmitted live performance (from Los Angeles) by Rubén Martinez, 
the live transmission of the program throughout North America and Mexico, and 
live transmission over M-Bone (an early Internet streaming protocol).® As the 
person who was directing this nerve center of activity, I can attest to the 
heightened state of awareness and connection shared by all people involved in 


the production. In this group, I include crew members along with performers and 
might even argue to further embrace the audience of the satellite transmission.? 


Bodies 


In EL NAFTAZTECA, there were several layers of bodily separation in effect. 
A handheld camera in the control room revealed the level of improvisation 
among the crew who were concealed behind colorful lucha libre masks that 
marked them as performers. The control room sat alongside the set; technical 
control of the output (and directions to the set regarding timing, cuing incoming 
calls, and remote performances) was conducted from this seat of power. In the 
piece, my director’s role was situated somewhere between that of a conductor 
with a fixed score and the egalitarian ethics of free improvisation. I drove the 
action forward, but while doing so, stayed acutely aware of the additional 
potentials emerging from the creative inventiveness of performers and crew. As 
is customary, I wore a headset communication system that enabled me to direct 
the camera people and the floor manager, but instead of focusing more narrowly 
on the action on set, I kept one ear free from the headset at all times. In addition 
to viewing the palette of camera angles and cued roll-in videos from a bank of 
monitors, I kept an eye out the control room window for additional peripheral 
activity. 

The audience for live television is often a challenge to imagine. Broadcasting 
via satellite is one-way and does not guarantee that anyone has pointed their dish 
at that satellite at that particular time or pointed their eyes and ears in the 
direction of their TV. Fortunately, the series had been promoted well through 
independent TV channels (including Free Speech TV and local access 
networks), and as a result we knew it was being telecast across a large footprint 
in the United States and Canada. Though the potential for an audience in Mexico 
existed, it was unconfirmed at the time of the telecast. We were therefore excited 
when our live call-in number (which flashed repeatedly on screen) resulted in a 
constant flow of live phone-ins—so many that we could not incorporate most of 
them into the live broadcast.!° Having a remote audience respond in the way 
they did energized our activities on the live set. 


Border 


The US-Mexico border is an underlying concern throughout the work of Gomez- 
Pefia, and in this piece, the name of the title character places these border issues 


front and center. Having the opportunity to include Rubén Martinez in the piece 
brought an urgency to EL NAFTAZTECA. Since Proposition 187 had just been 
passed in California in the weeks preceding the broadcast, the angry energy 
harnessed to fight the proposition and the incredulity over its passage found their 
way through the murky pixelated connection to the screen. Within this 
legislative and organizing context, the narrative conceit of the secret bunker 
snapped into relief, and our North American satellite footprint telecast took on 
greater meaning within a larger context of border flows and economies legalized 
by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which took effect in 
December 2003. The piece reflects the critical perspective that cross-border 
flows that support disembodied and disenfranchised immigrant workers are 
welcome, but not those that support immigrant-controlled voices, images, and 
identities. The necessity of “hacking in” to the dominant culture is validated. 
Similarly, at a time when English-only laws were proliferating, GOmez-Pena’s 
fluid movement between and among languages (real and invented) became a 
rallying cry, adding serious purpose to the playfulness of the program. 

The introduction of a critical Chicano perspective into an early 1990s techno- 
utopianism that trumpeted the inherent freedom of information flows and the 
democratizing nature of the globally situated World Wide Web offered viewers a 
reality check.!! By utilizing “high technology” (satellites, M-bone, and computer 
graphics overlays), the piece simultaneously extended and critiqued the 
revolutionary potential of the airwaves. Submitting the performance to the 
vulnerabilities of live improvisation presented a crack in the usual slick facade of 
the TV-viewing experience, where the border between “us” and “them” can be 
more easily traversed. 


CASE STUDY 2: DESKTOP THEATER 


DESKTOP THEATER (DT) experiments were conducted over the course of five 
years (1997-2002) and utilized a broad range of approaches, including multi-act 
scripted plays, improvised investigative forays into online space, and ritualized 
performance activities with our flexible troupe. In this section, I focus on a 
single series of improvisations, “Women in Black in the Palace,” that took place 
in September 2001. During August and September of that year, my DT 
collaborator, Lisa Brenneis, and I were temporarily residing in New York City, 
having been awarded a Franklin Furnace “Future of the Present” residency grant. 
Our proposed goal was to develop a series of DT workshops and make progress 


on a larger media piece on the privatization of online and urban public space. 

Shortly after our arrival, having begun these activities, the World Trade 
Center was attacked and the entire socio-political context in which we were 
operating took a dramatic shift. All of New York City, not to mention the 
country, was affected, and we were by no means immune; friends and associates 
were traumatized, and Franklin Furnace’s office on John St. was rendered 
completely inaccessible to everyone supporting our project. Our project server 
was destroyed along with an entire server farm situated on the roof of Tower 2. 
Needless to say, it was necessary to completely rethink and redirect our 
residency outcomes. 

During this very tangible, dense, vocal, and vibrant public mourning and 
processing of the attacks, I did my best to relate to friends and relatives outside 
the mood of the city. Our own feelings of loss and mourning were palpable, as 
was the tremendous public grief and anxiety over the possibility of additional 
attacks. We moved about in the first days and weeks offering what we could in 
volunteer hours, blood donations, debriefing sessions, and concerts and art 
exhibitions that contributed to relief efforts. 

As the month of September drew to a close and war cries directed toward 
Afghanistan grew louder, I noticed a strong split between the sentiment of those 
who had suffered through the effects of the attacks and the growing nationalistic 
fervor elsewhere. On the subway the conversations did not tend toward support 
of violent retribution.'* Meanwhile, my friends in San Diego reported 
enthusiastic support for President Bush and his waging of a “War on Terror” in 
Afghanistan. I began to wonder about the cultural “climate” in our visual chat 
platform, “The Palace,” and asked Brenneis and another DT Troupe member to 
join me for some improvisation. 


Technology 


The Palace was an early, free, online visual chat-space, easy to use and access, 
where “rooms” (appearing in discrete graphical windows) were configured 
within “palaces” (server-hosts).!° People from anywhere in the world could 
appear as avatars and relate to one another through text, movement, and other 
forms of expression. One’s visual appearance on screen (known as an avatar) 
could be chosen from a menu of offerings or could be created from any 
bitmapped image and uploaded, an affordance not possible in most chat spaces 
at the time. As a result, the crude, cartoon-drawn, and photography-based 
bitmapped images worn by the population resulted in an _ extremely 


heterogeneous visual effect. Different palaces (and rooms within palaces) hosted 
different subcultures, evident through the types of avatars and conversations 
taking place. DT utilized many aspects of this space over years of 
experimentation, but in September 2001, I was most interested in exploring its 
characteristic as a public space—a virtual “downtown.” 


Bodies 


I proposed a simple structure for this improvisation. “Women in Black” is a 
group of women in Israel who have, for years, been holding weekly silent vigils 
in public space. This public show of mourning is meant to serve as a witness and 
to call awareness to the violence directed toward the Palestinian people by the 
Israeli state. The power of these silent figures dressed in black has had an impact 
over time. In proposing the recontextualization of this symbolic civic action, I 
wondered what might change in the move to virtual space. What impact could a 
silent procession of mourners have in chat space, a space primarily organized 
around exchanges of words? How would this be understood at this particular 
historical moment? 

I drew and uploaded simple avatars shrouded in black (with two sets of 
avatars in profile that could be switched to indicate a direction of the procession 
across the screen). I also created simple props that included hand-lettered protest 
signs (“peace” in English and Arabic script) and olive branches. On the evening 
of the first scheduled improvisational foray, I offered simple instructions on 
controlling the avatar and props and directed the others to follow me as I moved 
from room to room. I asked them to move slowly, fluidly (using an unusual pixel 
forward command) and silently through the rooms. I added a prompt to leave 
olive branches and picket signs as residue in the rooms we traversed, thinking 
others might pick them up and join us. Though I felt strongly that we should 
remain silent, I suggested using a bubble function (adding a typed computer- 
script command so any typed words appear in a thought bubble). Participants 
could also “whisper” if they felt it impolite to ignore a question.'* 

Improvising was in play in our choice of props, our proximity to each other’s 
avatars, our dynamically evolving composition of bodies in the 2D square 
“room,” and our limited interaction with the other activity in the room. In a way, 
the simplicity and scaled-back nature of our vigil cast a spotlight on the 
intentional and unintentional improvisations of the fellow chat-room denizens.!° 
The challenge, as with all street performance, was to create a compelling event 
that allowed for multiple exits, entrances, and interpretations. 


As with much virtual engagement, anonymity and distance can foster an 
environment seemingly unmoored from ethics and human compassion. In this 
performance, the geographically distributed chatroom participants and their 
global awareness of the impact of the September 11 attacks combined to unveil 
the Palace as the global village imagined in the early days of network TV.!° The 
slow, steady movements of our silent shrouded figures shifted the mood in every 
space we entered. That three characters were moving together in a specific 
direction was itself unusual. Our clustered avatars, in their homogeneity 
(different but visibly related), stood out from the riotous heterogeneity apparent 
throughout this visual space. Because the action was so simple, our own distance 
from one another (connected at different geographical sites) did not pose a 
significant challenge. 


Border 


“Women in Black in the Palace” was performed three times on September 15 
and 16, 2001. Through its quiet solemnity it ended up provoking a profound 
array of responses that surprised us in their depth and variety. It was interesting 
to me that our silent vigil was more effective at unveiling the cultural, age, and 
gender background than the ever-present a/s/] (for age/sex/location) query. Our 
vigil unleashed every conceivable response—from explanations of the origins of 
“women in black,” to debates on the history of Western imperialism in Arab 
lands, personal perspectives on September 11, juvenile insults, flag-toting 
patriotic heckling, sound and visual effects that simulated dropping bombs on us, 
and still, silent observation of our passage. Some chat denizens picked up a 
dropped sign or an olive leaf and joined us for awhile. It became clear that the 
people in the room were women and men, old and young, from the right and left 
of the political spectrum, and from a variety of countries (including Eastern and 
Western Europe, the Middle East, and South America). 

Since most of the time these “positions”—the spatial and temporal bodies— 
are masked and shrouded from view, it was fascinating that shrouding ourselves 
resulted in people emerging from their shadow online selves. Especially fertile 
was the way in which the perceived alterity of an Arab or Muslim woman 
operated within this global chat sphere. It became all too apparent that the 
suffering and persistence of Afghani women, in the face of decades of war, 
existed in a parallel universe from the privileged peace and leisure of the online 
chat space. The measured march of these spectral figures across the screen 
clarified, if just for a moment, the very different ways in which the September 11 


attacks affected people across state and national borders. Making this “visible” 
through this simple unscripted action points to the power of nonbodies in 
nonspace to catalyze awareness of our particular bodies in our particular space. 


CASE STUDY 3: OPEN_BORDERS LOUNGE 


The most recent telemediated improvisations I address in this essay are those 
enacted during Open_Borders Lounge, an event held on November 21, 2008, at 
the “Actions of ‘Transfer: Women Performing Across the Americas” 


conference.!’ The piece was commissioned by the organizers, who knew of my 
past work and invited me to submit a proposal for a creative contribution to the 
conference. Collaborator Charley Ten and I had been developing a telematic 
environment during the previous year, and we thought the conference a perfect 
place to extend our system (see Figures 23.1 and 23.2.). 

Originally developed as “Open_Dancefloor,” Open_Borders Lounge is a 
VJ/DJ (video jockey/disk jockey) system that invites and enables performance 
interventions from webcams to be mixed into a live VJ/DJ mix output and from 
there into a casual lounge space. Improvisation is afforded through the mixing of 
the images and music/sounds into the live space, the order and duration of the 
performances, and within the performances themselves. Our challenge was to 
bring into view the parallel universes that remain hidden from our daily vision. 
In the first tests of the system it became clear that the collision of very disparate 
space/times—the hedonistic revelry of clubgoers at a dance club in Los Angeles, 
for instance and a subtle spoken performance from an Iraqi Internet café—was 
not well received. It dampened the fun on the dance floor and lessened impact of 
the dialed-in performances. We received the invitation to propose something to 
UCLA just as we were making the conceptual shift from a dancefloor to a 
lounge environment. We proposed “Open_Borders Lounge” and issued a call for 
participants: 


Inviting performers, writers and engaged world citizens to participate VIA WEB-BASED VIDEO- 
CONFERENCE TOOLS in a networked performance event. Participants contribute short, live, direct- 
address performances to a multilingual audience of academics, artists, performers and conference 
attendees. Live performances are mixed and processed with additional imagery and sound to enhance 
meaning and intensify aesthetic impact and are projected and amplified throughout the reception site. 
Don’t let the economics of long distance air travel or the politics of post 9-11 border crossing prevent 


you from contributing to a greater understanding of performance in the Americas! 


FIGURE 23.1 The audience at Open_Borders Lounge, 2008. 


Photo credit: Saam Gabbay. 


FIGURE 23.2 Behind the scenes at Open_Borders Lounge, 2008. 


Photo credit: Saam Gabbay. 


The call yielded a good number of interested parties. From these, we solicited 
short proposals and confirmed access to the very basic technical tools required 
(computer with webcam and high bandwidth Internet access). We were pleased 
with the range of possible contributors our parameters enabled, but we learned 
that even this “low barrier” would render some participation impossible. 
Particularly exciting to us was the informed, purposeful participation from 
people who would have liked to be present at the conference but could not due to 
the costliness of travel, the difficulties or in some cases impossibility of securing 
a US visa, or the costliness of the venture itself. I was therefore very happy to 
have the chance to feature their voices and work. 

A multiplicity of time zones, languages, borders, and public and private 
domains were crossed and mingled during the more than two-hour event. 
Though it is tempting to analyze each performance, I instead outline the overall 
technical and social context of the project and focus my reflections on three very 
different improvised performances in order to examine the use of distance and 
the place of “the border” in the telemediated environment. 


Technology 


Open_Borders Lounge was situated within a large “white cube” gallery space at 
the UCLA Dickson Arts complex. We transformed this space into a comfortable 
reception environment where the early evening time frame, refreshments, 
standing tables, and the absence of chairs encouraged circulation among 
conference participants and invited public. Performances were meant to “seep” 
into the environment and demand attention, or drop back into the periphery, 
depending on the particular performance and our own “reading” of the energy in 
the space. Live performance streams were mixed together with our visual 
archive, along with a superimposed text crawl identifying the location of the 
performers. This simple effect worked to “situate” the performance and 
underline the liveness of the networked engagement. 

Large floor-to-ceiling projections bathed each of four enclosing walls with 
moving light and color. A balcony area just above the south wall served as the 
“control station” for Charley and I, our DJ, a production manager, and all of our 
equipment. In addition, we transformed a small side kitchen area into a 
performance annex to enable performers attending the conference to contribute 
to the mix. On the lounge floor, an additional camera/mic setup enabled 
exchange between performers and the audience (if welcomed) and we provided a 
live stream out of lounge-level happenings, so distant performers could get a 
sense of the context from which they were entering and exiting. 


Bodies 


Recalling my experience of the event, I’m reminded of Merleau-Ponty’s concept 
of sur-reflexion, as elucidated by Susan Kozel in her book Closer. Kozel uses 
the term “sur-reflective” rather than “hyper-reflective” as she believes this is 
mistranslation of Merleau-Ponty’s concept. She writes, “[t]he translation of sur- 
reflexion as hyper-reflection is unfortunate, particularly in the era of hypertexts 
and hyperlinks in which there is a sense that hyper means accelerated.” She then 
goes on throughout the book to use the term as a replacement for hyper- 
reflection in Merleau-Ponty, which “could be described through the prefix 
“meta” or “reflection from the midst”; it is an immersed and kinaesthetic 
reflection rather than unidirectional or once-removed.”2° As director, I was 
considering all of the various performance offerings and their associated spatial 
and temporal dimensions, as well as the feeling of the space, the wild-card 
aspects of the proximal volunteer performances, the shifting dynamic on the 


lounge floor, and the overall arc of duration when considering audience 
attention. This experience is an illustration in a hyperreflexive experience: 
consciously reflecting in the process of creation. 

During the event, the heightened gestural and physical awareness of contact 
improvisation is tuned to the heightened listening of improvised music, and it 
further extends to embrace other modes of improvisation apparent in 
multilingual chat cues and attempts to “feel out” the mood of a distant place. In 
the case of Open_Borders Lounge, some performers were just waking up while 
others were waiting in the thick of the night. 

Even with so many variables, I have found it still possible to connect with 
others, through telematic performance, in a meaningful way. In doing so, I begin 
to understand how much of our connection in proximal space is made possible 
simply through our mutual desire for connection. The project reveals that our 
spirits and intentions can come together at a distance to make something. In this 
I join telematics pioneer Kit Galloway in concluding, “These instruments or the 
technological webs and networks we swim in together can not only 
accommodate improvisational creativity; they awaken and inspire it to swell up 


from the innate human desire to connect with the other(s).”*! 


Border—Praba Pilar 


Performer Praba Pilar was attending the conference, and since I had a history of 
collaborating with her, I solicited her involvement.** Her performance consisted 
of a brief improvised monologue wherein she used her experience with webcam 
framing and limited focal length to produce an affecting opening for the evening. 
Seated in our austere satellite performance nook, she framed her large blush- 
colored lips in order to fill the camera frame as she told a story about her 
relationship with technology. In the piece she recounts early memories of 
playing with discarded computer components that her father, an IBM employee, 
brought back with him to their home. Her speech accelerates during the course 
of the improvisation. Her lips are a towering presence in the space, and her voice 
betrays increased anxiety as she shared her adult memories of how the 
enjoyment of discovery transforms into a need to keep up with endless advances 
and upgrades. As she relates her technological compulsion, she begins to gorge 
on wires, adaptors, and other peripherals we left stored in the space, seeming to 
swallow them while continuing to try to speak. Her voice becomes 
unintelligible. She ends her story, choking on the unfinished phrase “western 
dreams of immortality.” The screen fades to black and we mix her performance 


into the next set of imagery and sound. 

In her performance, Pilar enacts the “seeing-seen” described by Kozel as a 
key descriptor of telematic improvisation through webcams. Kozel describes this 
state as she has experienced it: “I do not just see things and act upon them, I am 
caught up in the world, and my vision and actions are affected by the people and 
things in my world.”*? Pilar knows her lips are huge; her voice is dominant. She 
knows her lips are out of focal range, since she can see her image as it is 
transmitted, and posits that “soft-focus” as a desiring lens. In her performance, 
the female mouth, seductive and devouring, begins alluringly, in a state of 
flirtation, and becomes increasingly repulsive. The border she explores is that 
between the exterior and interior of our bodies, considering the ways in which 
technology invades us and usurps our voice. The fragile border of the epidermis 
is offered up to be surveilled and penetrated. 


Border—E]! Mnemonico 


Gerardo Navarro, a.k.a. El Mnemonico, is a Tijuana-based performance artist 
whose practice has expanded over the years to include magic and illusion. He 
decided to move in this direction to increase the likelihood of an encounter with 
everyday people (who do not seek out performance art), as well as to support 
himself financially. He has developed a repertoire of acts, but after hearing of 
my ongoing activities in the sphere of telematics performance, he began to 
develop an illusionist performance specifically for the telemediated context. The 
challenges were many—from basic setup of the multichannel audio and video 
feedback necessary to communicate with his audience, to the ability to maintain 
an illusion even when everything outside the frame is completely invisible to the 
participant. When magic is performed in front of you, in space, it takes great 
expertise to perform sleight-of-hand. I wondered if the illusion could be 
sustained without this shared space. 

In preparation, Navarro developed four illusions of increasing complexity. El 
Mnemonico’s persona is personable and inviting; his setup, in Tijuana, was 
simple yet believable in its contours: a table with a black cloth covering, and a 
few props chosen for their high contrast with the black background. For the most 
part, he utilized a fixed camera setting and simple static set furnishings. During 
his performance, he moved in and out of the frame, but kept a body fragment in 
frame present at all times as he delivered a constant verbal rapport. In this way 
he works hard to establish his presence in the space shared by himself and his 
audience. With help from production cue master Saam Gabbay, Charley Ten and 


DJ Wiseacre mixed audio and video effects that emphasized the magical quality 
of these encounters. This added a visual styling to the piece that helped it stay 
interesting even if one were not as focused in on the content of the “reveal.” 

An uncanny echo of an observation by Kozel can be identified in the 
performance of El] Mnemonico. “The ‘here’ of telepresence is characterized by 
the confrontation between projection surface and the perceptual depth of the 
interaction. An in-betweenness is integral to the experience: the space of the 
‘here’ is in between two-dimensional projections and multidimensional 
imaginary and physical interaction.”** There is something novel about the 
opportunity to engage in a psychic relationship via distance that excited the 
audience. Since the role of the magician or oracle relies on unexplained 
phenomena and the idea of transmission of thought and energy, this etheric 
communication system seems appropriate. As the DJ and VJ became more 
entranced in the exchange, all aspects of the act snapped into place and a 
rhythmic artistry held through to the third bit.*? Though some issues with audio 
existed in the live space (due to loud, excited conversations taking place in the 
lounge atmosphere), the overall illusion was realized successfully. 

The San Diego/Tijuana border region is known as an iconic dividing line 
between the so-called developed and developing worlds. In his role as a folk 
artist/magician from the other side/el otra lado and a keeper and steward of this 
magic, the figure of El Mnemonico reproduces the dominant imagination of the 
world south of the border. That he is doing so through high technology and 
improvising across that border, working as “party entertainment” (a kind of 
bracero for the 21st century), contributes to critical questioning of the meaning 
of this divide. It further highlights the ways in which US culture is impoverished 
through the constraints placed on cultural exchange by the structure of such a 
militarized and defended national border. 


Border—Fortaleza de la Mujer Maya 


The final mediated performance encounter I discuss in this section was initiated 
by Charlotte Saenz and Georgina Valverde as part of their work with the women 
in Fortaleza de la Mujer Maya (FOMMA) in Chiapas, Mexico. During 
Open_Borders Lounge, the women in Chiapas were spending their evening 
outside in a pleasant courtyard, enjoying each other’s company. A breeze was 
evident under the glowing exterior lamps. The women were arranged in casual 
concentric rows, visiting with each other as they knitted discarded plastic bags as 


part of an ongoing creative and entrepreneurial project.*° The scene was striking 


as a window into another place, and another way of being, and since it was 
unfolding naturally as the evening progressed, we cut into it several times during 
the lounge. 

Our lounge-level microphone enabled communication between women at the 
conference who had been to Chiapas and the women they had established 
relationships with while there. These fond exchanges, performed in a mix of 
Spanish and an indigenous language, were direct and could be understood as a 
kind of “catching up,” albeit in a public context. Friends and family were asked 
after and appeared on camera at both sites; excitement and joy were evident in 
the simple bridging of such a distance. The performance context offered a 
momentary closeness filled with unspoken, shared memories. During these brief 
exchanges, the infrastructure supporting this bridge fell away and was replaced 
by a sense of common shared purpose, meaning, and value across borders, time 
zones, and languages. 

Improvising across national borders, across space and time (zones), demands a 
different type of attention/listening and concentration than proximate 
improvisation. Reflecting upon these and other work performed in the telematics 
realm, I’m struck most by the ways in which distance is not so much collapsed 
but called attention to. The spectral figures of “Women in Black in the Palace,” 
the multilingual bravado of “El Naftazteca,” and the warm breeze in the Chiapas 
courtyard setting of FOMMA where women are knitting in the Open_Borders 
Lounge, all interrupt the never-ending media stream with their unexpected 
presence. The “liveness” of these telematic bodies holds those present 
accountable to the environment they inhabit. This emphasis on distance 
encourages greater “sur-reflexion”—it fosters not only the process of thinking in 
the process of making but also the process of thinking in the process of crossing. 

Since the US border and the discourse that surrounds it are also in dynamic 
flux (the legal designation of citizenship is just one example), crossing it, even 
telematically, requires heightened attention. When an improvisational exchange 
forms the basis of this crossing, a new potential is brought into being—that of 
the world citizen. As one can conclude from the observations collected here, this 
new being is marked, not by the abstracted ideal of the 1960s global village, but 
by the grief of the widows of war, the revenge of the dispossessed teen, the 
warmth of a rural community, the boldness of the interrogation of power, the 
charm of the border entertainer, the invisible made visible. The critical 
combination of mediated distance and the foregrounding of borders and conflicts 
possible during a cross-border telemediated performance changes the urgency 
and meaning of the interchange. 

For Kozel, “above all, performance is not about display. It is attention, 


perception, and thought set in motion in such a way as to kindle, or ignite, the 


space for change.”*’ Even as technology enables global interpersonal 
connection, performing across the border highlights the distance we still have to 


go. 


NOTES 


Re 


uo 


N 


1. 


12. 


1s. 
14. 


Ts. 


16. 


Li. 


. Susan Kozel, Closer: Performance, Technologies, Phenomenology (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2007), 


135. 


. Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 


1999). 


. The performance text of EL NAFTAZTECA is published in Guillermo Gomez-Pefia, The New World 


Border: Prophecies, Poems & Loqueras for the End of the Century (San Francisco: City Lights, 1996), 
110-125. 

With Canadian Philip Djwa as producer and Mexican-American Gémez-Pefia as writer/performer, all 
NAFTA signatory nations were represented in the making of the piece. 


. Funded by the National Endowment for the Arts, “In a Word.... with Technology” was executive 


produced by Branda Miller at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s iEAR studios. 


. A large range of the experiments are archived at http://www.desktoptheater.net (accessed April 13, 


2016). 


. Guillermo Gomez-Pefia, Adriene Jenik, and Roberto SiFuentes, El Naftazteca (1995), distributed by 


Video Data Bank, DVD-Video. 


. Ruben Martinez was a journalist at the time and has since contributed to transborder discourse through 


his books Crossing Over: A Mexican Family on the Migrant Trail (New York: Henry Holt, 2001) and 
The New Americans (New York: New Press, 2004). 


. More than 50 live calls were logged during the original live broadcast. 
. When replayed, a number of messages were relayed to the voicemail of the number featured 


throughout the piece. 

An example of this common stance is articulated by Tilman Baumgartel in “Immaterial Material: 
Physicality, Corporality, and Dematerialization in Telecommunication Artworks,” in At a Distance: 
Precursors to Art and Activism on the Internet, ed. Annmarie Chandler and Norie Neumark 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 61: “These technical advances created a space, or rather, 
nonspace, that was previously beyond the imagination: a (non)place in which time and space collapsed 
into one another and which was accessible potentially from everywhere, by everybody, and at all 
times.” 

New Yorkers spoke freely to each other in an unusual way during the weeks immediately following 
the 9-11 attacks. 

Base requirements for connection at the time was a very low 14.4 modem speed. 

Whispering enables a chatter to enter into a private chat by clicking directly on another chat 
participant. 

It should be noted here that my partner Brenneis consistently voiced her dislike of this performance 
strategy; she was concerned with the (mis)use of knowledge as power that this type of ideological 
costuming wields. My own perspective has always been that these spaces are, to varying degrees, 
performed by their users; ripe for something, anything to happen. 

See John Downing, Radical Media: The Political Experience of Alternative Communication (Boston: 
South End Press, 1984). 

The event was co-sponsored by UCLA and the Hemispheric Institute. See http://98.131.186.182/. 


18. The call was issued in August 2008 through digital arts networks and the Hemispheric Institute. 

19. The final line-up (available on a DVD that documents the event) features live Telematic performances 
by Daniela Jacome Couti, Edlyn, Ursula Espino Herrero, Elias Falla Martinez (all from Mexico), with 
Raul Moarquech Ferrera-Balanquet (Cuba/USA/México), Aimee Greenberg (San Diego/USA), Praba 
Pilar (Oakland/USA), Carla Melo (AZ/USA), Erica Koleff & Romina Martinez (Buenos 
Aires/Argentina), Charlotte Saenz, Georgina Valverde & Fortaleza de la Mujer Maya 
(Chiapas/México), Gerardo Navarro a.k.a. el Mnemonico (Tijuana/México), Patricia Maldonado, 
Andrew Lucas & Christian Michael (San Diego/USA), Héctor Acufia a.k.a. Frau Diamanda 
(Lima/Pert), Andrea Inocencio, Melina Pefia & Valeria Cotaimich (Barcelona/Spain), Synthia Payne 
(Santa Cruz/USA), Elizabeth Le Guin (Los Angeles/USA), KIWI (Brazil) and Fabi Borges & Felipe 
Ribeiro (Sao Paulo & Brasilia/Brazil). 

20. Kozel, Closer, 22. 

21. Quoted in Annmarie Chandler, “Animating the Social: Mobile Image/Kit Galloway and Sherrie 
Rabinowitz,” in Annmarie Chandler and Norie Neumark, eds., At a Distance: Precursors to Art and 
Activism on the Internet (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 159. 

22. In 2006, Pilar performed as The Infospherian in SPECFLIC 2.0, which premiered in 2006 at the 
inaugural ZeroOne San Jose: Festival of Art and Technology. 

23. Kozel, Closer, 37. 

24. Kozel, Closer, 107. 

25. We needed to cut out the 4th exchange due to a sense of impending audience restlessness. 

26. See http://hemisphericinstitute.org/hemi/fr/modules/itemlist/category/69-fomma. 

27. Kozel, Closer, 71. 
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CHAPTER 24 


SHE STUTTERED 
Mapping the Spontaneous Middle 


SHER DORUFF 


HE stuttered. 

She stuttered and. 

He stuttered. 

She stammered repeatedly. 

She she she she... walked, talked, and tripped on the incipient middling of the 
event. Speeding, slowing, slipping, in the perceptual quaver between sensuous 
and nonsensuous experiencing. Between conscious choice and intuitive impulse, 
between thought and feeling. She was languaging; performing the gerund. 
Inging. Moving as parataxis moves, an oscillating vibration that separates as it 
connects. She performs the immediacy of the slipstream between past, present, 
and future memory. You know you know you know. She performs the surge of 
an impulse coincident to its entropic dissipation. Her stutter exposes the aleatoric 
tension in a compositional choice, exposes the relational intersect between the 
already and the not-yet. 

He, Gilles Deleuze, said that would happen if and when saying is doing, 
although, literally, he meant to distinguish the scripted stutter from speech, to 
trace a vibrant, mutant languaging in its written form. He projected a plane of 
non-style where language meets its limit to confront silence. He alluded to a far 
from equilibrium languaging that generates a “boom, close to a crash”? to spin a 
disjunctive linguistic process distinct from speech. Beckett, he said, does this in 
creating a “perpetual disequilibrium” to give flight to language. 

She, choreographer Jeanine Durning, insists on the stutter of languaging 
within the proprioceptive flow of spoken words. Insists on exposing the body- 
tension caught between forces of the determinate and the indeterminate. Insists 
on a boom-crash dynamic in the risky, precarious business of improvised 


theater. Exhaustively, she push-pulls the spoken word, instantiating the 
instantaneous, growing it from the middle—in medias res—its rubber-band 
tautness stretched to thwap performer and audience in a moment of lapse and/or 
a moment of excess. “You start in the middle, as Deleuze always taught, with the 
dynamic unity of an event.”* She negotiates the friction of resistance between 
the unpredictability of the spontaneously spoken and the habitually, literally 
composed. It looms in front of her like a tightrope stretched between forethought 
and the unthought, suspended over the gap of a caesura. 

She chose to fix an initial set of conditions that, by their very equilibrium, 
enable counter-gestures of spontaneous potential—the table, the books, the 
camera, the maximum audience seating of 25, the lighting, the silently 
gesticulating talking head video in the background. Set pieces. She uses 
precarity as a reflexive technique in her public encounter with the contingencies 
of orality, with the exposition of thought as memory, as idiom, as nuance, as 
novelty. 

She improvises. She starts in the middle, in the event of creative stutter* to 
grow an experience of the incommunicable,° to perform the rush of a singular 
coming-to-consciousness as it fields the qualitative relations that emerge with it. 
One feels the rhythm of the interval, the proximity between the phonemes, 
syllables, words; feels distance between the digit, finger, arm, mouth, eyes, 
camera lens, table leg, book spine. She percolates as she heats up. She 
stammers. She stammers repeatedly when the movement of thought is 
confronted by performative re-membering. What is the you know you know 
what is the kinetic potential of the rhythmic interval as it middles its present as 
future-past. And then and then to dance the dynamic reciprocity of inside and 
outside. 

Felix Guattari placed orality at the intersection of simplicity and complexity. 
His orality dances with a mouth full of inside and outside in the same space at 
the same time.° A roaring mumble that envelops “the unintentionally expressed 
and the intentionally unexpressed.”’ Choreographing this movement is a practice 
of phase transitioning, directing the dance of relations between intensity 
thresholds. Its subject is the always-individuating event. Durning noted this 
excerpt® from Beckett’s The Unnamable, contextualizing a performative 
subjectivity that in-forms her own practice, the folding of an outside inside. 


And I'll have said it (without a mouth I’ll have said it). ’ll have said it inside me, then in the same 
breath outside me. Perhaps that’s what I feel: an outside and an inside and me in the middle. Perhaps 
that’s what I am: the thing that divides the world in two—on the one side the outside, on the other the 


inside. (That can be as thin as foil.) I’m neither one side nor the other, I’m in the middle.” 


Resonant with a Guattarian turn on orality, During described the making of 
inging as 


a practice of non-stop saying, acting and being in the continuous present. Thought becomes action in 
and of itself, at the intersection of body and language. The mouth mobilizes thought in the transition 
where language exits the body. The circuitry of the mind is embodied through the movement of mouth, 
lips, tongue and liquids. The practice of inging moves forward, away from particular, fixed image or 
representation, and toward the edges of intelligibility and comprehension where thought itself persists 
and insists. 1° 


Incipient in the fringes of perceptibility, in the experiment of Durning’s 
research practice, is the repetitive instance of spontaneous tendencies made 
palpable, pronounced in a combustive jerk between their genesis and terminus, 
between inside and outside, between instinct and intention, between me and we. 

Between breaths, she did this in the near middle of inging, 8'22" into the 
nonstop talking of it on June 2, 2010, in Amsterdam with an audience of twenty- 
five scattered in the theater space, across from her worktable with assorted 
books, water bottle, camera, computer (see Figure 24.1): 


inside inside inside inside inside inside inside inside inside inside inside you when I say you I actually 
mean me and when I say you know it you know I mean something else you know when I say us I 
actually mean us when I say them I actually mean we uh you know where where where is the group? 
where is the group? where is the group? where is the group? where is the group? where is the group? 
where is the group? where is the group? where is the group? where is the group? where is the group? 
that experience all of the things we do to constrain all these strategies and constructions and you know 
you know what is the score? what is the score? what is the score? what is the score? to actually make 
you do the thing that you’re doing and flipping the table then you get up and then you’re really 
emotional and then it’s like uh you know what is the score to actually bring people together we’re 
already together it’s just a matter of recognising it recognising recognising recognising [to be 


continued] ae 


FIGURE 24.1 Durning in performance of inging June 2, 2010, Frascati WG, Amsterdam. The development 
of inging was a major component of Durning’s research practice in the Amsterdam Master of Choreography 
program from 2008 to 2010. 


Persistent insistence. Repetition doesn’t function in this flow as a descriptive 
modulator amplifying micro-differentials of meaning. It rather tends to operate 
as the rhythmically taut suspension of a trigger, the springboard to a phase 


transition as water at the threshold of boiling transitions to steam. Insistently 
persistent, she moves within the unstable confluence of content and expression. 


ON SPONTANEITY’S TRANSVERSALITY 


The question of just how spontaneity arises as a dynamic phase transition in the 
“far from” equilibrium of a performer in relation to herself, audience, and 
milieu, framed within the activity of improvisational practice across disciplines, 
is arguably best taken up by speculative pragmatics.'* The historical movement 
of thought from Alfred North Whitehead’s process philosophy to Brian 
Massumi’s take on radical empiricist techniques of practice has generated 
numerous referential traces in the often volatile contemporary debate on the 
exigencies of artistic research practice in which Durning’s inging is situated. 
Whitehead provided an inspirational metaphysical discourse for postwar 
American artists such as the poet Charles Olson, who presented his theories 
throughout the 1950s and 1960s in various lectures and readings:'° 


In English the poetics became meubles—furniture—thereafter (after 1630 & Descartes was the value 


until Whitehead, who cleared out the gunk by getting the universe i 


The painter Robert Motherwell, who attended Whitehead’s Wellesley College 
“Modes of Thought” lectures, extrapolated on the way in which the artist is in a 
constant perceptual mode of placement and displacement and that in “relating 
and rupturing relations, his task is to find a complex of qualities whose feeling is 
just right—veering toward the unknown and chaos, yet ordered and related in 
order to be apprehended.”!° 

The influence of Whitehead’s materialist cosmology on artistic practice 
erupting in the 1950s such as the gesture-action painting of Jackson Pollock, the 
spontaneous prose of Jack Kerouac!® and the kinesthetics of Merce 
Cunningham, is less direct but can be traced as a zeitgeist effect of Olson’s 
pervasive thinking and impassioned belief in the primacy of the proprioceptive 
body as a creative force. He described proprioception as: 


The data of depth sensibility / The “body” of us as object which spontaneously or of its own order 
produces experience of, “depth,” Viz. SENSIBILITY WITHIN THE ORGANISM BY MOVEMENT 


OF ITS OWN TISSUES.!” 


This attitude was resonant with the concerns of the Beat poets and bop 
musicians at that time.!® The mid-twentieth-century avant-garde development of 


spontaneous methods in the arts diffracts through a Whiteheadian influence on 
contemporary speculative pragmatics and the work of interdisciplinary artists 
interested in modalities of lived abstraction’s relation to expression.!? These 
discursive threads interweave genealogies of practice that entrain techniques of 
improvisatory composition while tending toward what will be proffered here as 
diagrammatic and biogrammatic praxis. 

Tackling the ever-elusive question as to how the event of spontaneity emerges 
and how it might specifically function in the artistic practice of durational 
improvisation is a complex proposition. Scientific theories from 
thermodynamics, biology, and psychology identify spontaneous processes as 
causa sui, occurring without outside intervention, without perturbation from 
external sources. The three laws of thermodynamics, for example, describe the 
conservation of energy (first law of sameness), the spontaneous process in which 
an energy field in disequilibrium, full of potential, dissipates (second law of 
change). The third law states that as the entropy of a system increases it selects 
the pathways that best maximize the dissipative effect, adding more disorder to 
the universe. Philosopher of science Isabelle Stengers has said of transformation 
in thermodynamic physicochemical systems: “Far from equilibrium, fluctuations 
may cease to be noise, instead becoming actors that play a role in changing the 
macroscopic regime of a system.”2° These fluctuations are incessantly generated 
in systems with random behaviors. She reminds us that according to the laws of 
entropy in thermodynamics, to some degree, chance chooses, and that any 
“fluctuation in itself does not cause anything.” It’s the kinetic phenomena of its 
amplification that “gives way to an intrinsically collective phenomenon.”*! The 
collective turbulent effect of the apparently insignificant flapping of a butterfly’s 
wings, an axiom focal to chaos theory’s sensitivity to initial conditions, is 
analogous to the potential in the interval of the stutter. Change changes. 

And then there’s the perspective from psychosociology to consider. J. L. 
Moreno’s_ definition of spontaneity clearly references processes. in 
thermodynamics and biology in stating: “Spontaneity is generated in action 
whenever an organism is found in the process of warming-up.”** It’s the heat of 
the moment in an energy field, the catalysis of phase transitions “capable not 
only of sliding toward disorder and indifference but also of making order and 
difference suddenly appear.”*? They act as “thresholds of intensity causing 
spontaneous transformations in the spatial organization of bodies.”** In quick- 
step from the science of the organism to a Whiteheadian philosophy of the 
organism comes a theory of how these and other transitions are felt. Whitehead 
claims that a “mutual determination of the elements involved in a feeling is one 


expression of the truth that the subject of the feeling is causa sui.”*° For 
Whitehead, the ontogenesis of an event of “feeling” requires a concrescence of 
prehensions that is (1) inclusive of the initial and objective data (a positive 
prehension) of phenomenal experience that (2) mixes with negative prehensions 
(the selection of data to be excluded from feeling), and (3) the subjective form 
(affective tonality) of the experience. Feeling is the dynamic fielding of an 
outside inside. How a spontaneous feeling differentiates from the continuous 
prehension of feeling is the question at hand. 


STUTTERING SPONTANEITY 


It’s of interest here, in the multiverse of a Deleuzian middle, Whiteheadian 
prehensions, and Olsonian proprioception, to consider spontaneity itself as a 
stutter, a fluctuation, a tendential hinge that effects states of order and disorder in 
systems, in bodies, in praxis. To consider the event of a spontaneous stutter as an 
impetus for a more stabilizing territorialization or a more deterritorialized chaos. 
It is immanent to both self-organization and rupture in systems. It speaks to the 
variable intensities of informal processes at play in compositional formalizing. 

Spontaneity, like creativity, is arguably not a linear causal force but an 
affective principle of a quasi-cause, a qualitative relation that doesn’t alter the 
determination of an effect but does “color” it. For Deleuze, the quasi-causal 
doesn’t create anything; it operates on representations. Its effects are virtual, 
fictive, but nonetheless “felt.” Quasi-causal operations double a_ physical 
causality by embodying an instantaneous present—“the pure instant grasped at 
the point at which it divides itself into future and past, and no longer the present 
of the world which would gather into itself the past and future.”2° When this 
pure instant fluctuates, shimmers in the vibration of the future-past hyphen that 
divides its present, it stutters. When it momentarily resists the dissipation of its 
potential, it can be said to creatively stutter. 

Deleuze, in another context, called this act of resistance a counter- 
actualization, spontaneously conserving the potential of the pure event in much 
the same way as the first law of thermodynamics conserves energy: “We must 
take risks... we must double this painful actualization with a counter- 
actualization.”*’ Given this mode of operating, quasi-causality becomes the 
affective energy field of the counter-actualizing creative stutter as it exposes its 
resistance to capture. As Steve Shaviro explains: “The quasi-cause is also a 
principle of creativity. Looking forward, it induces the process of actualization; 


looking backward, it is an expression of that process.”*® Deleuze offers further 
explication: 


The quasi-cause which runs through the entire straight line must itself be represented. It is even in this 
sense that representation can envelope an expression on its edges... It is the present without thickness, 


the present of the actor, dancer or mime—the pure perverse “moment.” It is the present of pure 


operation, not of the incorporation.7? 


In spontaneous processes the artist selects and increments linear causality 
without violating it, preserving its inexhaustible potential.°? Spontaneity 
supplements. Not as a secondary gesture but as the movement of potentiality 
parallel to its concretization. It is the present of this “potentialing” in which the 
performer incites the decisive, selecting and/or abstracting from experience by 
way of a processual composing that qualitatively affects the linear rush of 
causality through the arrow of time. The stutter functions as a kinetic fluctuation 
in the coming-to-form of an actualization. It momentarily obfuscates entropy’s 
chosen path of least resistance to gather fresh momentum, paradoxically, 
aesthetically, surging as it dissipates. BOOM! bang! The improvising performer 
“expresses an unlimited future and an unlimited past.”°! The affective tonality of 
the spontaneity afforded this instant further situates the spoken, written, or 
gestural stutter within a wider discourse of spontaneous processes. It also 
emphatically situates it in the discourse of the diagram. 


USE USE USE MUST MUST MUST MOVE 


Charles Olson spoke, scribed, and diagrammed kinetic energies in a field of 
spontaneous relations. To read his poetry on the page is to experience relations at 
work, to feel quasi-causal effects. When reading his poetry to an audience, it is 
said it “was hard to tell when Olson had ‘broken’ into poetry out of the talk 
between poems. All of it, verse and other, seemed perpetually unfinished, 
perhaps always ready to be taken up again.”°* Excerpted from his poem qua 
manifesto, “Projective Verse,” written in 1950: 


(1) the kinetics of the thing. A poem is energy transferred from where the poet got it (he will have 
some several causations), by way of the poem itself to, all the way over to, the reader. Okay. Then the 
poem itself must, at all points, be a high energy-construct and, at all points, an energy-discharge... 
From the moment he ventures into FIELD COMPOSITION—puts himself in the open—he can go by 
no track other than the one the poem under hand declares, for itself. Thus he has to behave, and be, 


instant by instant, aware of some several forces just now beginning to be examined. 


The “field composition” dear to Olson can also be expressed in the phase 
space** logic of complexity and chaos theory. Every phase space (possibility 
space) enabling transitions describes its system by the number of “degrees of 
freedom” that particular system models. Singularities, points of phase 
transitioning, determine where attractors can be found in phase space. A 
bifurcation in this energetic field indicates a qualitative change, an intensity 
threshold. Simply put, there are three types of attractors: point (stable), loop 
(oscillating), and strange or fractal (chaotic), and they form, within the energy 
field, basins of attraction. Their positions in phase space describe the patterns 
and behaviors of the system. Most basins remain stable, homeostatic, through the 
controlling modulations of negative feedback that regulate sameness (think 
thermometers). But some have dense bifurcators that tend to make the basins 
more sensitive to the slightest movement and may trigger a shift to another basin 
of attraction causing a new pattern to emerge through positive feedback (think a 
Jimi Hendrix solo), the exponential growth of alternations, of difference. 
Tendencies towards the strange attractor instantiate a boom-then-bust effect. A 
boom-crash economy of practice. The relations between unstable bifurcating 
processes and stabilizing recursive processes can be said to meet in the energetic 
field, in the potential of creative advance. This doubled feedback process 
exemplifies the coexistence of ontogenesis and autopoiesis in zones or fields we 
will ascertain as biogrammatic.*° Located here in an impulse of changing change 
we encounter an immanent spontaneity. Here in the hinging stutter between a 
simple determinism and a simple indeterminism, between positive and negative 
feedback processes, is an underpinning machinic process of emergent novelty. 
The quasi-causal tonalities of felt perception affect, and are affected by, any 
formulation of chance and redundancy operating and working in a compositional 
field: 


This assemblage has to work in order to live, to processualise itself with the singularities which strike 
it. All this implies the idea of a necessary creative practice and even an ontological pragmatics. It is 


being’s new ways of being which create rhythms, forms, colours and the intensities of dance. Nothing 


happens of itself.°° 


Recall that Deleuze exhorts language to enter far from equilibrium regions 
exciting phase transitions that effect change. Spontaneity, like the quasi-cause, 
runs through a line to its edges—straight, curved, zigzagging—to be represented. 
Beckett’s line, Olson’s breath LINE, Kerouac’s polyrhythmic line, Motherwell’s 
overlaid lines, Foucault’s line of the outside, Deleuze’s line of the fold, 
Durning’s linings. It’s evidenced very particularly through speech, a trajectory 
that fluctuations of stutter amplify. Olson adamantly follows the breath of the 


line: 


Now (3) the process of the thing, how the principle can be made so to shape the energies that the form 
is accomplished. And I think it can be boiled down to one statement... ONE PERCEPTION MUST 
IMMEDIATELY AND DIRECTLY LEAD TO A FURTHER PERCEPTION. It means exactly what it 
says, is a matter of, at all points (even, I should say, of our management of daily reality as of the daily 
work) get on with it, keep moving, keep in, speed, the nerves, their speed, the perceptions, theirs, the 
acts, the split second acts, the whole business, keep it moving as fast as you can, citizen. And if you 
also set up as a poet, USE USE USE the process at all points, in any given poem always, always one 
perception must must must MOVE, INSTANTER, ON ANOTHER... Listening for the syllables must 
be so constant and so scrupulous, the exaction must be so complete, that the assurance of the ear is 


purchased at the highest—40 hours a day—price. For from the root out, from all over the place, the 


syllable comes, the figures of, the dance.?” 


At all points, get on with it. For During, articulating the movement of 
thought through speech and speech through movement bring the performing 


speaker/listener to a “threshold of communication and relation.” The ensuing 
encounter with this transformative threshold is the spontaneous event of stutter 
in which resistance is represented. She stuttered: 


[continuing 9'30"] and then and then and then and then and then you know but really what’s in the 
middle? what’s in the middle what’s in the middle? what’s in the middle? what’s in the place you 
know between the G and the D or the or the or what’s in the middle middle middle middle middle? 
where is the O O O O like oh oh oh Oh! the wonder wonder wonder wonder wonder wonder wonder 
do you I mean I [I and then and then you know you think about threes you think about threes you 
think about 1 2 3 a b c me myself and I the thing that brings us all together the holy trinity 


h?? 


aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh ” [to be continued] 


A PROPOSITION 


Spontaneity as a technique of the performing artist is nourished by fluctuations in a far from 
equilibrium field of intensive transformation. These fluctuations are the stutter of quasi-causal 
effects that condition and affect how what is felt feels. Quasi-causality is spontaneity’s informal 
abstract machine, enfolding and unfolding prehensions. As such, diagrammatic operations can be 
honed as techniques of improvisation that distinguish a biogrammatic artistic praxis. 


She wondered about this. 

Where is the where is the middle of a middle middling? Where is the point a 
snarl on the where where inside enfolds the outside and the outside redoubles the 
inside? 

She wandered. 

Between here and now now now. Between this and that. Now attracted to this 
stable point. Now drawn to that looping point over and over. And then, again, 
spinning on the edges of fractal danger with unknown consequences, her 


languaging reaches the threshold of a stutter and transitions. Becomes otherwise. 
She is diagramming in plain sight. Performing an outside-inside biogram in- 
formed by techniques of spontaneity. 
Shimmer, snag, snag, snag, bang! Shimmer again. 


A ‘TOURIST’S MAP OF THE DIAGRAMMATIC 


The diagram is a transversal concept if ever there was one. The interrelation of 
relations, it moves as a variegated yet supple assemblage with re-markable 
transversal relevance.*° To imagine spontaneous processes as the quasi-causal 
effects of diagrammatic operations requires some speculative acrobatics. 
Spontaneity has been postulated thus far as affective stuttering fluctuations that 
tend to amplify in far from equilibrium systems. This understanding helps to 
frame techniques of precarity employed by boom-crash improvisers. Enter the 
diagram as a concept for situating a kinetic field of compositional potential in 
which these fluctuations occur. 

For Manuel DeLanda the diagram is most simply expressed as the virtual 
component of an assemblage acting as the “structure of the possibility space 
[phase space]” associated with that assemblage.*! This diagram state for Michel 
Foucault is a mix of chance and necessity, the diagrammatic as a cartographic 
practice displaying relations between forces that constitute power. Deleuze and 
Guattari have famously called it an “abstract machine” as it draws assemblages 
with continually varying lines of relation and conjugates intensities** as it 
“constructs a real that is yet to come, a new type of reality.”*° Deleuze identifies 
the turbulent affects of diagrammatic, strategic forces as the “visual dust and 
sonic echo” of the strata, of the archive,** further drawing the Foucauldian 
diagram into a knowledge-power-subjectivity continuum (see Figure 24.2). 


FIGURE 24.2 Riffing on Deleuze’s “diagramme de Foucault,” the Line of the Outside enfolds a doubling 
dynamic in the middling zone of subjectification (subject-event) as a biogrammatic process 
affecting/affected by informal diagrammatic strategies, the formal archive, and spontaneity. This doubling 
allows for the risk-taking of the counter-actualization. For the original diagram see Deleuze, Foucault, 120. 
For more speculative mutations on this diagram see Sher Doruff, “The Tendency to Trans-: The Political 
Aesthetics of the Biogrammatic Zone,” Interfaces of Performance, ed. Janis Jeffries, Maria 
Chatzichristodoulou, and Rachel Zerihan (London: Ashgate, 2009), 121-140. 


The diagrammatic can be felt as the movement and dynamic mapping of 
relations that spontaneously affect and are receptively affected by unstable 
matter and informal functions that constitute the conditions of emergence 
emerging. Its play of forces is often cited in the service of describing creative 
processes in artistic practice in all its differential exigencies of resisting and 
inciting a coming-to-form, in the actualizing and resistant counter-actualizing 
(often as an ethico-political aesthetic) of the composed thing, artifact, product. 
As such, spontaneity as diagrammatic technique variably draws and redraws its 
own self-forming as it’s always on the move, operating in a field of relations. 
Deleuze: “There is no diagram that does not also include, besides the points 
which it connects up, certain relatively free or unbound points, points of 


creativity, change and resistance.”*° When the abstract machine operates in an 


articulated phase space, vacillating between equilibrium and _ creative 
disequilibrium, it operates as a performative zone of potentiality in which these 
techniques function as relays between content and expression, visibilities and 
statements, light and language as they differentiate and integrate through a 
folding zone of subjectification, the force of the relation to oneself. This zone 
topologically biograms as it converts the most distant outside to the most 
intimate inside. It’s an operation of auto-affection in the space of the mouth full. 
Recalling Beckett: “an outside and an inside and me in the middle.” 


‘THE BIOGRAM INGS AS INGING INGS 


What is perhaps most pertinent to speculating on diagrammatic improvisational 
techniques are the relational intensities between their pragmatic, corporeal 
dimension and their incorporeal operations. The body necessarily takes center 
stage as a “site” of lived experience to effectively reuse its emergent powers. It 
is the site of proprioceptive immanence that channeled Olson’s open 
composition. For Massumi it is the middling dimension between stimulus and 
response, the “cumulative memory of skill, habit, posture.”4° Enter the biogram, 
conjugating incorporeal operations of memory, prehension, and thought to make 
themselves felt. This dimension of the body becomes a fluctuating interval of 
spontaneity techniques conditioned through skillsets that function as point, loop, 
and chaotic attractors. 

The diagram continually re-emerges as a new map through its own eventness 
as praxis, mapping intensities of echo and relay between an individuating subject 
and her milieu as she modulates the flux. The biogram as subject-event 
interleaves forces that determine “how the abstract machine performs,” how the 
diagram diagrams.*” The biogrammatic, then, individuates the specific features 
of far-from-equilibrium relational processes, drawing upon zigzagging dynamics 
of chaos and control through techniques of performative action. 

Durming’s inging—a choreography, a dance, a spoken-word performance— 
exemplifies a biogrammatic practice. It emerged from intensive experiment as 
the presentation of her MA research practice. It has now taken on the qualities of 
a completed work in that it adheres to a set of territorializing conditions in every 
performance iteration. But from the moment of the first spoken word it begins to 
deterritorialize through languaging. Erin Manning describes the biogram as “the 
intensive passage from force to force that moves a body to express its durational 
intensity.”*° This serial trajectory, like Olson’s serial perceptions, envisages the 


premise and practice of inging as biogrammatic. 

In 2002, Massumi introduced the notion of the biogram as a teaser: “It has 
been suggested that extending the concept of the diagram into the biogram might 
be a vector worth pursuing.” He continued: 


The biogram is a perceptual reliving: a folding back of experience on itself... in such a way as to hold 
all its potential variations on itself in itself: in its own cumulatively open, self-referential event... The 
biogram is experience reaccessing its powers of emergence, for more effect. It is the existential 


equivalent of lifting oneself up by the bootstraps: ontogenetic and autopoietic.*? 


The biogram is still a fledgling concept. It has been pursued as a cumulatively 
open, self-referential event (Massumi), an interval of intensive passage 
(Manning), and as a zone of diagrammatic praxis (Doruff). Massumi’s biogram 
necessarily suggests an invigorated reading of autopoiesis in much the same way 
as this paper suggests an invigorated reading of spontaneity: from structurally 
closed to cumulatively and relationally open; an auto-affection of the outside- 
inside. 

As proposed by biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco J. Varela in 
1971, autopoiesis (self-production) insists on subordinating change within an 
organism to the maintenance of its homeostatic unity. The emphasis is on the 
conservation of continuous change, similar to the first law of thermodynamics. 
This now classical scientific reading of autopoiesis is useful in understanding the 
recursions and fluctuations that phenomenal experience excites in the life 
functions of organisms. However, since it stubbornly pertains to the sustainable 
equilibrium of creative processes in a closed domain of relations, it is 
insufficient to the advance of a biogrammatic practice as it sidelines the creation 
of novelty through far from equilibrium events. Just as Olson’s “bio-poetics” 
rejected “closed” verse for an open yet proprioceptive, fleshy composition, 
Guattari pushes “bio-logical” autopoietic operations to effect an openness he 


calls machinic autopoiesis°° which requires far from equilibrium boom-crash 
conditions to generate the production of subjectivity as a singularity. He was 
presciently aware of the biogrammatic in what he called the proto-subjective 
diagram: 


This continual emergence of sense and effects does not concern the redundancy of mimesis but rather 
the production of an effect of singular sense, even though indefinitely reproducible... The difference 
supplied by machinic autopoiesis is based on disequilibrium, the prospection of virtual Universes far 
from equilibrium. And this doesn’t simply involve a rupture of formal equilibrium, but a radical 
ontological reconversion. The machine always depends on exterior elements in order to be able to exist 


as such... It is itself in a relation of alterity with other virtual or actual machines... a proto-subjective 


diagram.*! 


The reciprocity of autonomy’s singularity with a machinic process that 
enfolds alterity extends the classic understanding of closed, auto-generative, 
spontaneous processes. It forces autopoiesis beyond the characterization of 
black-box unitary individuations without input or output. Guattari points us 
toward a more collective machinism in which autonomy accommodates alterity, 
assemblage affects assemblage, novelty emerges. Spontaneity can then be 
thought and felt as both self-produced and relational, much like Massumi’s 
description of the biogram as self-referential and cumulatively open. Spontaneity 
becomes a biogramming technique. 


BOOM-CRASH PRAXIS: LIKE FLY FISHING IN 
WHITEWATER 


When Durning questions the mimetic redundancy of perception in the practice of 
inging, she introduces transductive operations at work as content and expression 
fluctuate and transition. Practice itself becomes aesthetic. For Durning, “beauty” 
is the very fact of indeterminate performative precarity. One is tempted to add, 
with a nod to Guattari, that the risky recursivity that constructs relations of 
sensuous and nonsensuous perception in real-time is an ethico-aesthetic of far 
from equilibrium performance. It prompts the production of subjectivity as the 
ontogenesis of the subject in a biogrammatic process of becoming outside- 
inside. It disrupts the existential “I”-ing of a personality-driven liberal humanist 
pretext of sovereign freedom for the self-affirming production of autonomy. It’s 
an emphatic ethico-political aesthetic that diffracts discursive negotiations of 
subject-object relations. 


So too with Whitehead. In his universe the world does not emerge from the 
subject but rather the subject emerges from the world, continuously. The subject 
is an event of becoming with three interleaved phases: the subject of the event, 
the objective data, the subjective form or affective tonality of the prehending. 
The subject is an event of feeling, of its eventful entanglement in diverse 
prehensions (positive, negative, conceptual). He concludes, “This mutual 
determination of the elements involved in a feeling is one expression of the truth 
that the subject of the feeling is causa sui.”°* We can follow the inflective points 
of “lines of thought” through which a diagram of spontaneous feeling, as a 
technique of practice, emerges as the middling biogram. 

Suspicions of the aesthetic legitimacy of spoken-word spontaneity have long 


been voiced, as it often clearly relies on conventional phrases at ready 


disposal.°* Detractors have historically critiqued aleatoric methods of 
improvisational music, theater, and dance, claiming it produces nothing but the 
repetition of habit and learned patterning; that its incessant recycling suffocates, 
rather than stimulates, the emergence of the new. This is the reflexive challenge 
Durning embraces. In doing so she amplifies her risk-taking in an acceleration of 
emotional intensity that is calculatedly unrehearsable yet exhaustively prepared. 
The performance intensifies with the palpable strain of keeping the rhythm of 
words in nonstop flow as the content wavers between sense and nonsense, 
between the personal and the impersonal, the anecdotal and the epic. The 
audience feels the immediate flux of the acceptance and rejection of patterns and 
topical safe havens, riding the sometimes exhilarating, sometimes 
uncomfortable, always tenuous ramp-up of give and take with the performer for 
thirty odd minutes. Thought and sensation, language and movement, future-past 
memory, all co-arising in the event of Durning’s vocal gestures, are emblematic 
of the multivalent relational interplay at work. She locates this voice, her voice, 
in a transitioning middle: 


Mostly what happens when the voice speaks out, it forms sounds as signs that are then met with 
conditions from the outside that transform them into something other than what they were. 
Translations into permanence, material, meanings. It seems that the “true” voice, the voice of the self 
that is, exists exactly in the transition of emission from the vast space of the interior world to the 
reasoned concreteness of the exterior world, escaping, impermanent, immaterial. At the blurred, and 


sometimes terrifying edge of speech and body, of interior and exterior, untranslatable as separate, as 


difference, this is where the voice is.** 


She diagrammatically maps the unformed matters and functions of her voice 
through their translations into permanence. She accepts the exhaustion of the 
resistant gesture, the transition of the truth of the event to its inevitable terminus. 
She locates this dynamism in the topological plasticity of a middle. In the 
creative stutter. 

So, after this cartographic exposition as a fish-as-far-down-as-you-want 
expedition, can we speak of a spontaneity specific to the far from equilibrium 
conditions of improvisational practice, as the event of an inside-outside, that still 
preserves the autonomy of its de facto causa sui? Olson’s “proprioceptive 
immanence” allows for this, allows for the body as a zone through which 
transpersonal affective forces construct a becoming-self as a medium of 
transport, through breath and memory, through bones, tissues, flesh. 
Whitehead’s concrescence of prehension demands it. Can a practice of 
spontaneous composition field informal intensities at their most deterritorialized 
and unstable to select and shape a formal product? As we have seen, Olson 


queried a processual principle of practice that “can be made so to shape the 
energies that the form is accomplished.” And it’s the diagram’s “job,” according 
to Deleuze voicing Foucault, to come to fruition in the archive. Water at the 
threshold of freezing crystallizes. 

Artistic practice cannot really help but be diagrammatic, and by virtue of its 
dynamic situatedness, biogrammatic. It works like an ing-ing works, as a 
hyphenated vibration between matter and function, between informal energetics 
and formalized representations. Praxis can be viewed as the autonomous relation 
of phase transitioning between process/product polarities. In biogrammatic 
praxis, spontaneity and feeling are relationally autopoietic. Whitehead’s theory 
of feeling, so influential to Olson and Motherwell as a metaphysics of artistic 
practice, helps to situate spontaneity in a biogram at work, heating up. In Olson’s 
time, the politicized aesthetic was predicated on the hope that an artistic practice 
of spontaneous composition would democratize the stifling hegemonic cultural 
authority of expert traditions; create resistance through flow, the resistance of a 
literal line of flight. The body held processual primacy. Years later, Guattari 
mapped an aesthetic universe of praxis in which artists produce toolkits, in a 
sleight of hand evasion of product commodification through a processual 
diagrammatism. Praxis itself in this universe becomes ethico-aesthetic. The 
“bio” vector explored here, as one among others, from bio-poetics to bio-logical 
to bio-grammatic, assumes with some urgency, the vagaries of bio-political 
discourse [to be continued]. 

By way of assembling a relational play of points and vectors put forth thus far, 
we have traversed a radical ontogeny of spontaneity as technique that oscillates 
an outside-inside in disequilibrium. It heats up from the revving of a resistant 
quasi-causal stutter to a boom-crash praxis of biogrammatic middling that feels 
like fly fishing in whitewater. 


[continuing 11'10”] And then you think about you know you can’t help but think about B-b-Beckett 
you know like thing the thing and then you think about the B because its two circles and then you think 
about infinity you know you think you know you think about the thing that connects the two circles 
that its always going on you know you know because its always going on and you just skip a couple of 
ah ah symbols there then go to the end you go to the end because the thing about it’s like the 
beginnings and the ends we really put a lot of importance on those things right like the beginnings and 
ends of things like the beginning of a life the end of a life the beginning of a day, the end of a day or 
you know you know other things like that there such for with and for to have to ah you know and then 
I say these statements and put on you know in fact and indeed and make it seem like its really 
important and for to have with and you know what light through yonder window breaks and shit like 
that and you know then and then you can’t help but quote you know because then you think you can’t 
help but think if you actually quote something of importance Then you you’re actually saying 
something the you’re actually doing something that people can go away with away away away away 
away away and then all of us all all all all all all we just fly fly fly fly fly fly fly fly fly fly fly away like 


you know maybe you know one day ah like one day we can just we can go we can go fly fishing. Cast 
the cast the cast the cast it out and just for the sake of it you know because they say about the 
fishermen the fly fishermen actually they ah they it’s not about the catch it’s the science of the capture. 


[continuing to silence 32'02 
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University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 142. 

“Tt is the strategy’s job to be fulfilled in the stratum, just as it is the diagram’s job to come to fruition in 
the archive.” Deleuze, Foucault, 100 and passim. 

Deleuze, Foucault, 37. 

Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 59 and passim. 

Deleuze, Foucault, 38. 


. Erin Manning, “From Biopolitics to the Biogram, or How Leni Riefenstahl Moves through Fascism,” 


Relationscapes (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009), 127 and passim. 

Massumi, Parables for the Virtual, 194, 206 (emphasis added). 

It’s important to distinguish Guattari’s “machinic” from other more commonsense references to 
machinic operations. “A machinic assemblage, through its diverse components, extracts its consistency 
by crossing ontological thresholds, non-linear thresholds of irreversibility, ontological and 
phylogenetic thresholds, creative thresholds of heterogenesis and autopoiesis. The notion of scale 
needs to be expanded to consider fractal symmetries in ontological terms.” Guattari, Chaosmosis, 50. 


. Guattari, Chaosmosis, 36-37. 
52. 


“A feeling—i.e., a positive prehension—is essentially a transition effecting a concrescence. Its 
complex constitution is analysable into five factors...: (i) the ‘subject’ which feels, (ii) the ‘initial data’ 
which are to be felt, (iii) the ‘elimination’ in virtue of negative prehensions, (iv) the ‘objective datum’ 
which is felt, (v) the ‘subjective form’ which is how that subject feels that objective datum... The 
subjective form receives its determination from the negative prehensions, the objective datum, and the 
conceptual origination of the subject. The negative prehensions are determined by the categoreal 
conditions governing feelings, by the subjective form, and by the initial data. This mutual 
determination of the elements involved in a feeling is one expression of the truth that the subject of the 
feeling is causa sui.” Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality (Toronto: Free Press/Macmillan 
Company, 1969), 258-259. 

Affirmations are also plentiful. “Since redundancy characterizes oral thought and speech, it is in a 
profound sense more natural to thought and speech than is sparse linearity. Sparsely linear or analytic 


thought and speech are artificial creations, structured by the creation of writing.” Walter Ong, Orality 
and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London: Routledge, 1982), 39. 

54. Durning, “AMCh Final Report Number Four.” 

55. Durning, transcript of inging performance, June 2, 2010. 
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PART VI 


TECHNOLOGIES 


CHAPTER 25 


LIVE ALGORITHMS FOR MUSIC 
Can Computers Be Improvisers ? 


MICHAEL YOUNG AND TIM BLACKWELL 


INTRODUCTION 


COMPUTATIONAL systems able to collaborate with human improvisers are live 
algorithms: systems that can cooperate proactively, on an equal basis, with 
musicians. This definition is an ideal, and it raises fundamental questions about 
creativity and group interaction and how these might be computationally 
modeled. Can musicians and computers relate to each other as equivalent 
partners? Could an audience recognize this relationship? Live algorithms offer 
the prospect of a new understanding of real-time creative practice. In this chapter 
we explore this matter from various theoretical perspectives. We contrast the 
aims of live algorithm research with existing practices in interactive computer 
music, and we explore social psychology and pragmatics, recognizing that 
music-making, with or without computers, is a social praxis. We tentatively 
suggest how such perspectives can be represented formally, with the prospect of 
algorithmic encoding, and we identify improvisation systems currently in use 
that indicate the future promise of this field. 


LIVE ALGORITHMS 


Artificial improvisers must be able to collaborate with others. Both human and 
machine contributors must have equal status. This means that contributions seem 
equally valuable as independent statements and as offerings to the collective. 
Demonstrable equivalence is a prerequisite of true interaction, in the non- 
technical, commonly understood social sense (we explore aspects of this 


relationship later in the chapter). The outcome of live algorithmic music must 
also be convincing in its own terms, with the same richness of sonic language, 
complexity of form, and effectiveness of expression that could be found in 
human-only music, but arising through this innovative approach to performance 
practice. As with many forms of improvisation, these attributes must be revealed 
afresh through the act of performance, and it is self-defeating to attempt to 
determine such things in advance. They are emergent characteristics of a more 
fundamental process. But unlike improvised music, computation and musical 
creation must be understood to be synonymous, and this is a major challenge. 

Some claims for computational creativity depend on our apprehension of the 
result. If the result appears to be creative, then its origin becomes a moot point. 
Such a claim is entirely consistent with reception theory, originating in literary 
criticism, which emphasizes reader and text over author.! Wiggins proposes that 
creativity is evidenced when there is output “which would be deemed creative if 
exhibited by humans.”* More exacting requirements have been posed: Ariza 
discusses the “Lovelace Test” (LT), raised by Alan Turing and more recent 
researchers.” This test requires a complete opacity: any computational procedure 
that results in a genuinely creative act must, by definition, be inexplicable by the 
human programmer. This is like Boden’s radical, transformational creativity 
—the process of changing the very rules that govern the conceptual space from 
which ideas are obtained.* Ariza suggests that “no contemporary generative 
music system is likely to pass the LT”? and describes a number of musical 
variants of the Turing Test based on the analysis of musical—rather than textual 
—interlocution, highlighting uncertainties in evaluative criteria. 

Live algorithm research is not concerned with systems that imitate human 
behavior; genuinely novel outcomes are sought, a product of renewed forms of 
human-computer interaction. We propose a pragmatic approach, placing 
machines in a functional, social setting of improvised music-making, where 
semantics are imprecise and behaviors (or system outputs) must be assimilated 
on-the-fly. We hope that this practice can further our understanding of artificial 
creative intelligence. 

Improvisation, as considered here, is understood to be a non-idiomatic, freely 
evolving musical practice.° Musical materials and structures emerge through 
performance. Non-idiomatic improvisation avoids, if possible, prejudgments 
about the relative significance of musical parameters and their organization, or 
assumptions about the behavioral characteristics of other musicians. 
Nevertheless, as Bailey points out, the resulting music can appear “highly 
stylized”;’ potentially, style is emergent. Whatever the outcome, it is ideally a 


product of fresh interactions that are unrestricted by explicit rules, habits, or 
preconceptions. 

To participate, a live algorithm must have component capabilities analogous 
to other musicians—to listen and interpret and to formulate ideas and perform. 
Necessarily, these functions must be real-time. Listening should be the means of 
receiving information. Visual data is undoubtedly relevant and could be 
integrated; body language and explicit visual cues might be communicated via 
video analysis. But music constitutes the environment in which all ideas are 
shared. 

When contributing, a live algorithm must be able react in a convincing way to 
stimuli, sonic or otherwise, within acceptable boundaries. Also, it must display 
proactive, challenging behaviors that are comprehensible. These fundamental 
abilities, to respond and instigate, should be evident to both performers and 
listeners. They are at the core of a live algorithmic system: how the state of the 
system can change, and how this is either independent of, or is influenced by, an 
interpretation of external events. In humans we might call this “thinking”: a 
hidden process (in computer parlance, a “black box”). 

We cannot directly model a musician’s thought. It is also clear that naive 
music theory encodings are of little value in a music that is expressly free of 
rules. But we can consider an improvising group to have emergent 
characteristics. Mead’s influential writings about emergence describe how 
meanings develop in time: “The function of the past in experience ... is a 
continual reconstruction as a chronicle to serve the purposes of present 
interpretation.”® In improvised music, statements are functional (as well as 
expressive, structural, etc.), because they act as signifiers that contextualize 
previous events (of the performance’s immediate history) and offer a context for 
future statements from others. Sawyer’s interactional semiotics describes how 
ideas emerge in this way in an ensemble.? 

For inspiration, we can look for mathematical systems that demonstrate 
emergent qualities; for example, how high-level structure can develop 
“spontaneously” from simple low-level rules. (One approach, artificial swarms, 
has been previously discussed by the authors).!° Overall, we are interested, first, 
in organization that is not predetermined by explicit controls and, second, in 
changes in state (heard as musical events) that could not be readily predicted. 
Both of these related properties should be contingent on a unique history of 
previous states. Scientific models of cognition, social interaction, and other 
natural phenomena are highly relevant: dynamical systems, connectionist 
networks, evolutionary systems, and statistical modeling offer fertile ground for 


live algorithms. 

At this time it is inevitable that some elements of a live algorithmic system 
will depend upon the aesthetic values of the designer. This is the musical 
context. But crucially, out of this context we should witness new, surprising, and 
valuable outcomes: three key attributes of creativity as recognized by Boden." It 
is a challenge for live algorithmic research how this intervention, ahead of the 
live performance itself, can be minimized or ultimately obviated. 


COMPUTERS IN MUSICAL PERFORMANCE 


There are well-established modus operandi for computers in performance for 
improvised and composed music. These are a basis for live algorithm music, but 
they are also problematic. 

The computer as instrument paradigm is prevalent, either literally (the 
ubiquitous laptop as instrument) or via control devices; either original in design 
or integrated with a traditional instrument. Data is communicated by direct 
transmission of information via a controller of some kind. In all cases the 
musician inputs data to a computer, which in turn reacts according to encoded 
rules, to produce a musical response. To appear convincingly “instrument-like,” 
the computer must have a potential synthesized output that can match the 
potential variegation of input data in range and complexity. 

A close connection is considered valuable: there is a vast array of devices that 
capture data from a physical input to produce musical, and sometimes tactile or 
visual, feedback. These systems are empowering and offer a high level of 
integration for the musician. Moore proposes a well-delineated and intimate 
relationship between performer and device: he equates “control intimacy” with 
immediacy of response and technical sensitivity.'* The performer identifies 
directly with the music as if it were an embodiment of his or her actions. 

Michel Waisvisz’s system, The Hands, a complex array of sensors in a glove- 
like device, is an influential example from the mid-1980s. In an interview, 
Waisvisz emphasizes the synergy between physical action and creative thought 
(“the hand is the brain”) and advocates sensors that detect the “micro- 
information that gives music its life.’'? There is no doubt where the 
responsibility rests: “I never use computers to make musical decisions, 
especially in time-related matters.” 

But such devices are necessarily mediated by computer processing; their data 
is inevitably transformed by computational means. This might be a 


straightforward, transparent mapping of data or a more complex processing, with 
Opaque results beyond the performer’s cognizance. Machover proposed 
instrument designs that progress through this range of computational 
complexities, “from the highly deterministic ... to the computationally flexible 
... to the truly intelligent,” intelligence described in algorithmic terms as “the 
analysis by rule of performed music and the machine-choice of an appropriate 
response” (authors’ emphasis).!4 

The case for regarding such systems as interactive, not just reactive, rests on 
the belief that the musician’s actions depend on hearing and appraising the 
computer’s previous response. If responses are not immediately predictable, this 
can be represented as an experiential learning cycle, well known in pedagogy: an 
action leads to observation and reflection, and then to abstract conceptualization 
that invites new investigative actions.!° There are many variations of this idea in 
computer music literature describing interactivity with computers. For example, 
Wessel and Wright describe performer, controller, and synthesizer as part of 
unified system.!° The learning objective is to obtain a desired response from the 
machine, as a quasi-instrument. But if mappings are too complex, too opaque, 
this may be a fruitless task. In many formalisms of interactivity it is difficult to 
find true equivalency between the human and computer. Logical rules prevail in 
the computer (whether recognizable or not); creative decision making is up to 
the user. 

The computer as instrument also has a problematic relationship with its 
audience. Perhaps there is a perceivable relationship between a performer’s 
action and resulting sound, achieved by data mappings that accord with our 
expectations and observations. For instance, we would easily recognize a 
correlation between an increase in volume or pitch and a rising hand movement. 
The problem is that correlations can only be designed, based on assumptions. 
With appropriate transformative mappings, the same action might be mapped to 
any other sonic event, and conversely, a given sound might appear “caused” by 
quite different data. The performer’s actions and the sonic outcome are 
alienated. This is the consequence of the computationally flexible virtual 
instrument proposed by Machover, which allows functionality to be redefined at 
will. In this circumstance the performer, aside from providing visual interest, is 
irrelevant to our understanding. As Wessel and Wright point out: Who says, “‘I 
play the computer’ ”?!” 

Another paradigm is computer as proxy. The computer operates 
independently, apparently, but really performs as the representative of the 
designer. This is not incompatible with Machover’s intelligent instrument, but 


there is a more authorial role for the designer; the music is composed, or partly 
improvised. For example, Manoury’s groundbreaking composition Jupiter 
(1987), for flute and live electronics, encodes elements that relate closely to 
notated materials. Because the system uses a pitch tracker and real-time score 
follower, a degree of rhythmic freedom, beyond the normal boundaries of 
interpretation, is feasible. This freedom contrasts to constrictions of the then 
common (but now obsolete) practice of “performer with pre-recorded tape.” 
Jupiter is a starting point for a wide range of computer music incorporating 
degrees of compositional control, live processing, and improvisational freedom 
for the performers. 

Both paradigms offer opportunities for listeners to perceive separate causal 
“identities,” just as when we listen to a human-only group. Controlled 
differences in timbre, location, relative prominence, and specific musical devices 
(e.g., call and response) can suggest a single coherent identity, or an impression 
of more than one identity. Jupiter exhibits many examples of cohesion or 
separation between flute and computer. In live performance, Waisvisz with The 
Hands used exaggerated expressive movements to affect degrees of separation 
between action and result.'® But any sense of virtual identity or agency is 
achieved by design: musical ideas reside within the system. Rules of behavior, 
specific actions and responses, control data mapping, and so forth are encodings 
of ideas that otherwise would be expressed in musical notation or text. So all that 
is truly occurring, even in a fully improvised context, is that the musician creates 
input for the computer, which in turn reacts according to rules. 

To develop beyond these approaches, live algorithm research aims to place 
computer systems in a genuinely creative, social context. A live algorithm 
should generate output independently of performer and designer and offer 
demonstrable autonomy with a capacity to both react and contribute 
constructively. This means that established descriptors of cooperative behavior 
should be applicable. The following section explores some criteria from our 
familiar social experience that could be applied. 


LIVE ALGORITHMS AS REAL-LIFE PARTNERS 


We can regard group improvisation as a special case of social cooperation. There 
is no top-down organization; contributors balance personal preference with an 
assessment of others. In the absence of designed procedures or intended 
outcomes, a collective improvisation can only be a social act—a process that 


both problematizes and constitutes the performance. 

Allport’s widely accepted definition of social psychology is “an attempt to 
understand and explain how the thought, feeling, and behavior of individuals are 
influenced by the actual, imagined, or implied presence of other human 
beings.” !9 If we accept live algorithms as “imagined or implied presences” we 
can look for theories that cast light on how we can expect cooperative 
individuals to behave together: theories about attribution, cooperation, and trust. 

It is true that game theory offers a mathematical model of groups, based on 
problem-solving, equilibriums, and/or successes. But if creativity is modeled as 
a game, what is a “payoff”? We might regard group creativity to be a non-zero 
sum game. But creativity is often understood not to be a problem-solving task, or 
at least not simply that. As Pressing states: “Experientially, improvisation can 
seem to be far-removed from problem solving. This is particularly so where the 
goals of the music-making are exploration and process.”*° (Yet Pressing argues 
against artificial creativity, asserting that AI can only solve problems, not 
identify them.) Creative practice can be seen as a multi-staged process, after 
Poincaré and Hadamard.?! Preparation, incubation, and insight lead to 
verification (comprising evaluation and elaboration). Each stage presents 
solutions but can generate new questions. This must be especially true when, 
either in sequence or in parallel, this process is distributed across members of a 
group. In live algorithms research, a social interpretation presents a welcome 
context for verification. If performers can collaborate with machines as 
effectively as with each another, then our psychological expectations must have 
been satisfied. 

A key topic in social psychology is our perception of why others have acted in 
a particular way (not just how), so we can better understand social causes and 
effects. This understanding offers a way for us to attribute motivations to others 
and thus predict their future actions. Howard Kelley’s covariation model, well- 
established in attribution theory, describes the way in which we infer this 
understanding,** and we propose that it could be applied to music-making. When 
observing a fellow musician (or computer musician), we might look for evidence 
of consensus, how far his, her, or its reaction to a stimulus is comparable to that 
of others in the group, given the same stimulus (either simultaneously or on a 
previous occasion). We look for evidence of consistency, how far the musician 
reacts in the same way given the same individual musical stimulus. We look for 
distinctiveness, how far the musician reacts in the same way to differing stimuli. 
According to Kelley, if consistency is high but consensus and distinctiveness are 
low, we infer that motivation is due primarily to internal factors: innate 


behavioral traits and personal preferences. It is therefore hard to predict future 
behaviors, and in improvised music we might expect this to translate as a highly 
proactive, but problematic, role in developing the shared creative process. 

Alternatively, if all three attributes—consensus, consistency, and 
distinctiveness—are high, this indicates that the musician is motivated strongly 
by external factors, such as the behavior of others in the group, thus indicating a 
more response-driven approach. As a basis for self-appraisal, this example is 
open to the danger of magical thinking; we might come to believe our actions 
have an undue influence on the musician we are observing or on other external 
circumstances. Similarly, the responsiveness of a computer might be 
overestimated: a system with a propensity to be silent in performance might give 
the false impression of close “listening,” as we would associate such inaction in 
human behavior with a special attentiveness. 

More typically, consensus is rated lower than the other two factors, indicating 
a mix of internal and external motivations. Shared goals are recognized and 
pursued by group members, who both assume and implicitly cast roles for 
others. Musicians may become aware of the appropriateness of their response to 
others’ contributions and may also appraise their own ability to initiate behavior 
from others. This information develops as a personal shared history for the 
group, a becoming situated.*° For an ideal live algorithm, all such evaluations 
could be unknown prior to the performance: our engagement with the computer 
is analogous to a new social experience. 

Kelley establishes a systematic description of causal attribution. This suggests 
a way live algorithmic music can be experienced in terms of familiar social 
norms, rather than more rarefied philosophical debates or ideas about musical 
structure ex post facto. 

Principles that guide successful cooperation are proposed in Paul Grice’s 
pragmatics, an analysis of everyday interaction and conversation.** Grice’s 
principles set a benchmark for live algorithmic contributors, a basis for 
evaluating human/computer cooperation as it is outwardly perceived. The 
application of his pragmatics to music improvisation has been previously 
explored.*? For Grice, a number of maxims and submaxims underpin the 
cooperative principle. Cooperation action assumes that there is a shared, 
immediate aim and that contributions are mutually dependent and will continue 
until there is an agreement to the contrary. He proposes four categories of 
Maxim: Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner. The Maxim of Quantity state 
that a contribution should be as informative as is required, but no more. This 
could be interpreted in a musical context that no player overasserts or 


underasserts his or her presence, relative to others. This is how the essential 
heterarchical nature of an improvising group is maintained. The Maxim of 
Quality state that contributions should be true (or at least not intentionally false) 
and should not make claims for which there is inadequate evidence. Grice’s 
example is, when a spoonful of sugar is asked for, salt is not expected. What is 
“truth” in improvised music? Perhaps a contribution should help develop the 
emergent aesthetic aspects of a performance, rather than not. The Maxim of 
Relation is simply “Be relevant”; a commensurate level of response or an 
appropriate intervention, given a recent history of events. Passive or intervening 
actions might not to be absolute, but elements of a sliding scale: the less relevant 
the contribution, the more proactive the contribution appears. Grice’s Maxim of 
Relation is indicated by high levels of Kelley’s consistency and consensus. 
Alternatively, this could be also expressed in information theory terms: whether 
too much or too little new information is received from the contribution. Finally, 
the Maxim of Manner describes “how” things should be said: avoiding obscurity 
and ambiguity, brief and well-ordered. In the negative, improvisers should avoid 
“messing around.” Consistency and coherence, in Kelley’s terms, should not 
appear too low. 

That treasured and familiar experience, trust, ought to develop if the 
principles above are evident. The relevance of ideas of trust and intimacy in 
interactive music has been previously discussed.*° Trust is a reciprocal, 
interactional process that develops between individuals, through music-making 
as much as in any other experience. Trust can be defined as confidence that one 
will find what is desired from another, rather than what is feared. This develops 
through transactions, when revelatory self-disclosure from one subject in turn 
finds validation through another’s response. Such expressions of psychological 
proximity occur in situations that require interdependence, as when experience is 
shared, and activity and aims coordinated (agentic cohesiveness), or when there 
is a reciprocal exchange of information or “quid pro quo” to achieve something 
desirable.*” This accords well with Katovitch’s notion of becoming situated. If 
trust is learned over time, through a series of transactions, it cannot be planned in 
advance. It cannot arise from the direct intention of a programmer or composer. 
Freely improvised music rests upon this premise as well, and a live algorithm 
should be able to foster confidence among all participants. 

Whatever actions are attempted to achieve cooperation, attribution or trust, 
they will be clearly audible to an audience, thus surmounting some of the 
arguable flaws in other computer-based performance practices. But a serious 
pitfall of this generalized approach is the risk of attributing intention where none 


exists; that is, of anthropomorphizing the machine. An alternative approach 
avoids this danger by modeling non-human societies. Examples of organized 
societies can be found in the natural world, such as flocking and swarming 
behaviors in animal species.*® The authors have previously suggested that these 
models might be re-applied to a musical ensemble, or rather, to the feature space 
of musical parameters that codifies both human and machine events.7? 
Individuals in such a “society” do not directly engage with one another, rather, 
they obtain information from their shared environment and change the 
environment subsequently by contributing new information to it. For ants, 
information is carried in the form of pheromones, and the environment is the 
physical world. For musicians, information is carried in the form of sound, and 
the environment is the sum of all these sounds. So human and computer agents 
are equally able to obtain and produce new information, albeit in analogous 
ways only, and no direct communication or understanding (as if it were possible) 
need be fancifully imagined. 

The challenge for live algorithms research is to reconcile real-life, social 
perspectives based on observation and intuitive inference with mathematical 
modeling of this type. The following section illustrates the challenges in 
developing a formal language. 


A FUNCTIONAL MODEL FOR LIVE ALGORITHMS 


The Turing Machine*? is the underlying theoretical structure of computation. 
Originally created as a model of a certain type of human thought—the working 
methods of a human engaged in a numerical calculation—the Turing Machine 
separates computation into atomistic steps: a symbol is scanned from a linear 
environment (a tape) and compared to the current state of an inner automaton. A 
specific rule is selected and the symbol is possibly altered. The automaton may 
change state; either neighboring symbol is scanned and the process repeats. All 
computations, no matter how complex, can be built from these steps; computers 
are instantiations of the Turing Machine concept. Turing Machines provide a 
coherent model of the process of computation. 

Algorithms, well known since antiquity, are procedures that start with input 
data, step through a finite series of transformations, and then stop, and output an 
answer. According to the Church-Turing thesis,2! they correspond exactly to 
Turing Machine processes that operate on fixed data and eventually terminate. 

A live algorithm is akin to an open algorithmic process, in the sense that new 


input can arrive during the computation. The “live” part of the neologism refers 
to the organic nature of the process; the input stream is constantly changing, 
unremitting and highly uncertain. There is a close analogy to the dynamic and 
uncertain environment (i.e. inputs) that living creatures encounter. Live 
algorithms frequently employ nature-inspired inner algorithms (more on this 
later). Dynamism and change, to a live algorithm, are everything; it would be 
meaningless to prepare a live algorithm with all necessary information at the 
start of the computation. 

To create a model for live algorithms that aligns with the social and pragmatic 
standpoints described earlier, improvised music must be dissembled into 
technical components, using the language of computer science, information 
theory, and mathematics. Although the social and cognitive processes of humans 
might always be more complex than such a decomposition can ever capture, the 
modeling of the process is not only necessary for practical reasons of design, but 
might also suggest the possibilities of an innovative aesthetic: a new way for 
improvised music—as a creative, social praxis—to marry with formal, 
computational, and compositional procedures. A live algorithm does not clone a 
human musician, since that is both impossible and unnecessary, but it offers a 
new perspective on musical expression, performance practice, and structural 
organization. The result might be more mathematically pristine than is 
achievable by organic means, and this could be exciting to us, since it enlarges 
our aesthetic concept. 

The computer speaks the language of information theory, and to some extent 
we must learn this language too if we are understand and realize the possibilities 
of machine music. In computational terms, the live algorithm is receiving a 
stream of data, and if the shared, sonic environment is the only context for 
interaction, this must take the form of individual audio samples. The incoming 
information must be converted into algorithm parameters. This functionality is 
denoted P in live algorithm research, and we write 


a Se 8 


to denote this mapping from w,,, (incoming data) to p (internal representation of 


this data). P is known as an interpretative function, since the act of 
parameterization interprets data into a form that the machine can use. This 
function is highly significant, if its equivalent—the human listening experience 
—is considered. The cognitive process of interpreting “meaningless” sonic 


vibrations as music, with semantic connotations, is clearly highly complex. 
Pierre Schaeffer’s hypothesized listening modes distinguish four interpretative 
functions:** comprendre—high-level, semantic listening that seeks to attribute 
communicative meanings—is distinct from passive awareness (ouir) or 
consciously selective listening (entendre) or listening that focuses on causation 
(écouter). We can envisage various functions P that attempt to emulate one of 
these modes. Schaeffer’s theory of systematic or reduced listening might be 
compared to a “neutral” extraction of audio features from a signal represented by 
the function P: w,,, > p. 

Although it has been shown how far our perception of sonic structure can 
considered outside of any aesthetic or musical context,** our interpretation of 
audio in a “musical” context must be based on prior knowledge. Temperley 
proposes that there is an infrastructure that provides a framework for music 


cognition, “analogous to the framework of water mains, power lines, and the like 


underlying the activities of a society”;°* that is, structure that is only a means to 


an end. For a live algorithm, the function P:W;,,-p might need to produce an 


internal representation p based on infrastructural principles, so further incoming 
data is contextualized. For example, music theoretic quantities such as pitch and 
duration (or composite quantities such as harmony and meter) can be formally 
considered as a succession of symbols. Symbols can be combined to form other 
symbols. 

At the heart of the live algorithm is a generative process, denoted f, and at a 
particular time, an internal state denoted x. The generative process f is 
parameterized by p; that is, its action depends in an important way on the precise 
values of p at the time of action, and prior values of p (the performance history). 
Accordingly, we write 


x(t+1) =f (x(t)); p(t), p(t — 1) ...) 


to formalize the production of a new internal state over single computational 
steps. The third and final functional module is another interpreter, Q, which 
sonifies the system state. A human musician also needs to find a way to 
articulate intentions, and this process is represented as follows: 


Q -X—- Wout 


The virtue of this description is that P, Q, and f, necessary functionalities for 
all participants, can all be instantiated as computer algorithms. Each function, 
implemented as a separate module, can draw on research from different fields. 
They might be hidden from the participating musician, who can only infer what 
these functionalities might be. (Arguably it is best if performers and listeners do 
not have an understanding of these hidden modules; otherwise this could 
prejudice an evaluation at a higher level of experience-based description.) When 
the system is viewed as a “black box,” we can only make inferences based on 
observation. 

The “PQf” architecture maps directly onto the functional parts of a Turing 
Machine: reading symbols from a tape (the interpretation of sounds from the 
sonic environment); the selection of a rule that depends on the comparison of an 
internal state to this input (the generative process f, which depends on x and p); 
and the writing of a new symbol (output of sounds to the environment). 

We can suppose that each participant within a group (either human or 
artificial) communicates only within this environment. As previously stated, the 
environment is sonic, the medium in which the music is manifest. The term 
environment is used in a neutral way to denote sounds to which participants have 
access, including sounds contributed by others. All those involved contribute to 
the environment, and they may also take objects from the environment (in effect 
this is an external representation of memory). Kelley’s social attributes 
—consensus, consistency and distinctiveness—are quantifiable within this 
framework, and we can also conjecture how Grice’s Maxims could be 
formalized, by considering two fundamental elements: similarity and 
information content. 

The environment w is sampled as an incoming information stream, and each 
participant outputs his, her, or its own information stream. Symbolically we 
write Wo in (D and Wa oye (Q for streams associated with participant a. The streams 


are sampled in time windows (t, t+T) of finite duration T. Streams can be 
compared using similarity measures. There are many possible measures, such as 


edit distance*® and Hamming distance.*° The similarity between an input or 
output stream at a time t,, W, (t,) and another stream Wp (t>) at a different time t, 


can be labeled c, where 


c( a(t)» Va(t)) = c(A; B; t,— t,) 


and A, B stand for a, in/out and b, in/out and t = ty>—t;. 
Here are four indicative measures: 


Self-similarity: c(a, out; a, out; t). The intra-participant similarity of the 
output stream of participant a at different times. 

Reflection: c(a, in; a, out; t). The similarity between the output of participant 
a and the input to a received at an earlier time. 

Prediction: c(a, out; a, in; t) = c(a, in; a, out; —t). The similarity between the 
participant’s output and the input it receives at a later time. 

Coincidence: c(a, out; b, out; t). The inter-participant similarity between the 
output of participant a and the output of participant b at a later time. 


A participant’s tendency to repetition is indicated by the degree of self- 
similarity. Novelty might be indicated by a lack of self-similarity at a given time 
t. But any measure has to guard against mere randomness; low self-similarity 
might signify novelty in context, or unstructured randomness. A complexity 
measure that distinguishes between order, randomness, and structure could be 
used (a large number of measures are cited in Lloyd).°’ But in a group setting, 
novelty without reference to others is self-defeating. If outputs bear no relation 
to previous inputs either in the past or in the future, the performer is acting 
(either intentionally or not) as an isolated individual. Hence the self-similarity 
measure must be judged in relation to the past and future correlations that take 
the contribution of others into account, as described by the degrees of reflection 
and prediction. 

Howard Kelley’s consistency attribute requires a participant to react 
consistently to the same stimulus. This means that many similarity measures c 
need to be compared over a time period. If the measure of reflection repeatedly 
yields the same value, we could conjecture that there is consistency: For 
example, if the output stream Wy o,, Was very quiet every time the input stream 


spiked to a high volume level, the similarity measure (a specific correlation 
value) would be low but would be the same each time. This would indicate a 
consistency of response given a particular stimulus. 

Kelley’s consensus requires participants to react in a comparable way given 
the same stimulus. This means that many similarity measures c need to be 
compared over a time period and between participants. Suppose there is a new, 
distinctive event. Perhaps one participant has become very quiet. How does the 
group deal with it? Is there a consensus? We could look at the inter-participant 
similarities. A group similarity measure 0—1 can be estimated by the sum of all 


the consistency scores, divided by the number of possible inter-participant 
measures. If this measure is high, it would be tempting to believe there is 
consensus, even though there might be differences in particular inter-participant 
similarity values. 

Distinctiveness is indicated if there are low values of intra- and _ inter- 
participant similarity. These values could also indicate that Grice’s Maxim of 
Manner is not being well-observed. 

Grice’s other Maxims might be interpreted in terms of information. Shannon 
entropy~’ is a measure of the information content of a random variable H(X) (or 
in our context, a specific output string, Wa o. (i). It is a function of the 


underlying probability distribution of symbols and does not take into account 
time ordering. In Shannon’s framework, mutual information [(X; Y) measures 
the dependence between two random variables,*? and this can serve as a 
similarity measure. (In this context, X and Y represent the output and input 
streams, respectively). The Maxim of Quantity suggests that the information of 
each individual output is broadly equivalent. If one individual is playing 
simplistically whereas the others have quite complex outputs (or vice versa), the 
individual is flouting this maxim. Such a possibility is measurable by comparing 
the information content of each source; we expect a high correlation. The Maxim 
of Relation could be measured by comparing the information content of input 
and output streams across a period of time. The Maxim of Quality is measurable 
by making similar comparisons with examples outside of the current 
environment (i.e. historical antecedents). This however, draws us back to the 
problems of authorship highlighted earlier. 

We have attempted to show how concepts drawn firmly from human 
experience might become applicable to a computational creativity. Live 
algorithm functions, and the resultant potential relations, can be implemented in 
separate modules based on a variety of research fields. PQf provides a functional 
description of a live algorithm and offers an architecture for live algorithm 
construction. Existing P, Q, and f software might be wired together, and if a 
universal communication protocol could be established, development would be 
accelerated by the pooling of results from various music computing research 
communities. The brief survey below indicates the creative potential of this 
range. 


LIVE ALGORITHMS IN PRACTICE 


There are many performance systems that satisfy some aspects of the live 
algorithms agenda, despite the aspirational nature of this research. Approaches 
can be found across the domains of information retrieval, statistical modeling, 
evolutionary computation, dynamical systems and connectionism. In many 
cases, we can see that this work is broadly cross- or inter-disciplinary in nature: 
many researchers are also musicians/practitioners, and many systems are 
intended principally for use in a real-life performance setting. The Live 
Algorithms for Music Network, set up in 2004, demonstrates the breadth of 
relevant disciplines.*° 

George Lewis’s improvisation system Voyager is “a _ nonhierarchical, 
interactive musical environment,” in which players engage with a “virtual 
improvising orchestra.”*! Significantly, this is an early example of a system in 
which interaction occurs only via the music itself: Voyager receives input 
through real-time audio analysis. Ongoing MIDI events occur independently or 
in response to the input data by reconfiguring a set of asynchronous scale 
generators. Lewis argues the computer is a mirror of the player’s intentions, 
“even if the actual material played by the computer does not necessarily preserve 
the pitch, duration or morphological structures found in the input.”4* A 
fundamental correspondence between human player and virtual orchestra is 
sought. Novelty and quality (the latter in Grice’s sense) are achieved using 
random generators and complex hand-coded rules based on music theory 
concepts. But the system is capable of great richness, offering a balance between 
reactive and apparently proactive behaviors, and was the inspiration for the 
authors’ work in this field. 

A significant number of systems use some form of music informational 
retrieval (MIR) or statistical modeling. Information is derived from a set of input 
data and used to generate new output that differs in surface detail from that 
inputted. Live or pre-recorded music and either audio or MIDI data can be used. 
In MIR, audio content analysis and database processing were developed for 
commercial application to catalogue and access libraries of music recordings, for 
example, for digital music consumers.** However, there are creative, interactive 
systems that explore this approach. Casey developed an original method for 
cataloguing successive fragments of a stored audio file by timbre.** The 
Soundspotter generates a granular stream from the analyzed audio by correlating 
a live audio control source with this pre-analyzed material in a highly efficient 
way. Schwarz’s CataRT generates a scatter plot interface also based on a corpus 
of pre-analyzed audio.*° These systems offer real-time mapping of user-driven 
data or audio to an existing corpus, and they have great potential in a modular 


live algorithm system. For example, Frank*® uses a co-evolution algorithm after 
Todd and Wemer*’ with a symbolic encoding of data as lexemes. Rather than 
mapping the player’s audio directly to the Soundspotter database, a genetic 
algorithm produces a diverse range of outputs by using evolutionary selection. 
Novelty is possible, although the system’s fundamental aim is to allow the 
player “to navigate a map of unconscious gestures by providing an evolving 
‘mirror’ to her playing.”“° 

Pachet’s Continuator creates statistical analyses on-the-fly via a Variable 
Markov model.*? MIDI-based pitch and duration information is used. The 
resulting model, which develops in complexity as more information is inputted, 
generates musical material with a strong stylistic relationship to the player’s 
style (usually a pianist). This matching is strengthened by using a rule-based 
biasing method that, for instance, can favor harmonically compatible material at 
any given moment. Pachet describes a number of collaborative modes; for 
example, modeling the current input or applying a previously learned model 
(from another musician or corpus of material) in which case the live player 
improvises with a proxy of another. The OMax system is based on the analysis 
and reconstruction of musical patterns.°° It uses the Factor Oracle Incremental 
Algorithm, an efficient way to identify substrings, and their repetition, within a 
longer string (e.g., a sequence of MIDI notes played live). The resulting Factor 
Oracle can be navigated to produce new substring orderings, with a number of 
decision systems termed “stylistic reinjection.”°! OMax allows improvising 
behaviors beyond that gathered from the player: one three-party improvisation 
schema includes a second human performer (computer user) who can act as 
director and interpreter of events proposed by the computer. 

Any system that models a real performance is likely to fulfill Grice’s Maxim 
of Quality, because there can be a close relationship in style and content between 
computer and musician. The generation of “new” material from the model 
satisfies Boden’s definition of creativity as “unfamiliar combinations of familiar 
ideas,”°* and her more advanced notion of creativity—as a structured 
exploration of a conceptual space—could, arguably, be satisfied too (in that the 
model can be deemed a conceptual space). These modeling systems can accrue 
knowledge of events (a sort of memory) through continuous analysis. The 
conceptual space grows in its complexity of internal relations (whether lexemes, 
Markov chains, or substrings) as more data is received. However, mirroring 
behaviors are confined within the conceptual space of the model, which in turn is 
determined by the input of the player. 

Genetic algorithms (GA) have been applied in a creative context as an attempt 


to expand conceptual space, by allowing the possibility of apparently novel 
outputs that might arise from unpredictable processes of variation within an 
organized structure, seeded randomly.°? GAs are computational models of 
biological evolution, generating new populations of data in iterative cycles 
analogous to breeding and natural selection. Typically, they operate in five 
stages, as described by Biles: initialization, selection, crossover, mutation, and 
replacement.” A selection is made from a population of data (which could be 
randomly generated); the selected data is subject to recombinations and small 
random changes, “offspring,” which in whole or part replace the original 
“parent” population. Members of the new population are sonified; by analogy, 
genotype becomes phenotype. The reason for selection is a key factor. In many 
GA applications, a fitness function—a selection rule—is used to rank members 
of the population. Alternatively, the user/composer may intervene in the 
selection directly. Biles’s GenJam (a jazz-inspired system for trading phrases 
between musician and computer) originally needed a human “mentor” with 
separated training and performance stages.°° A later version uses a randomized 
selection function, but with an initial population of acceptable phrases. The 
Frank system described above uses a coevolutionary method in which “critics” 
and “singers” evolve in parallel, using selection criteria derived from musicians’ 
live performance. 

A related approach involves dynamical systems that model self-organizing 
behaviors found in nature. Swarm dynamics were applied to music by 
Blackwell, using a MIDI-based system.°° An audio-only version, based on 
granular synthesis, was later developed by the authors.°’ Swarming and flocking 
behaviors, evidenced by social insects for instance, have complex, emergent 
properties that can be mathematically modeled as artificial particle swarms. The 
particles can be envisioned to swarm through a finite multi-dimensional space, 
the dimensions correlating to musical parameters. Swarming therefore produces 
new parameter values for synthesis. Their behavior is influenced by attractors 
(pockets of “food”), which represent an analysis of the musician’s most recent 
contributions. In a later version the attractors diminish in strength according to 
the number of visits and the swarm can revisit past events. The system therefore 
balances independent, self-organizing behaviors with imitation and recall.°® 

Young’s prosthesis system explores mutual learning between a human and 
computer improviser, with versions for various solo instruments (including 
piano, flute, and oboe).°? An internal representation of the musician’s 
performance is accrued automatically, consisting of separate fixed points in a 
multi-dimensional feature space. This is derived from a rolling statistical 


analysis of live audio parameters. The computer marks these fixed points 
without supervision, based on Euclidean distance measures: when the internal 
representation strays into new areas of the feature space, these are noted as 
“interesting.” The system articulates this process in its own musical output, by 
continuously comparing the current representation with previously marked 
points: these distance measurements are mapped to parameters governing a 
stochastic synthesis engine. The machine’s learning is therefore only apparent 
through the variation in sound it outputs: the greater number of input behaviors 
learned, the greater the variety of its own outputs. Both human and machine 
participants can only make inferences about the behavior of the other, albeit in 
quite different ways. The linear structure of a performance emerges from the 
mutual learning process and exploration of the unfolding feature space. Mapping 
is achieved using a feedforward neural network. 

A number of systems demonstrate the creative potential of live algorithm 
research by combining standard audio analysis tools (P), AI techniques or 
dynamical systems (f), and customized/composed generative systems (Q). This 
modular approach provides the opportunity to integrate human and machine 
behavior by addressing a set of separable problems. Hsu’s improvisation 
systems, developed for saxophonist John Butcher, explore the use of timbral 
analysis as a basis for forming higher-level descriptors.°° These descriptors can 
influence the output of generative musical agents by correlating the computer’s 
behavior with the performer’s. Bown and Lexer have explored the use of 
recurrent neural networks with simple low-level dynamical behaviors.°! These 
networks can be applied by hand-coding connections among audio analysis 
tools, the network, and a stochastic generative music system. 


THE PROBLEM OF AUTONOMY 


Above all, autonomy distinguishes an ideal live algorithm from any other 
computer-based performance system. If a machine is not autonomous it can only 
react, and all the musician can hope for is a richly distorted mirror, imitating 
novelty by virtue of its unpredictability. Autonomy is more than automation— 
the ability to function in a free-standing way—it is a capacity to make decisions 
that impact upon the future experience of others. 

Decisions need a context: the properties and consequences of options, the 
strategies that might inform choices, and criteria for their evaluation. These can 
include. for instance, understanding causal attribution through observation of 


others’ behavior in order to make predictions about future actions and new 
decisions. In improvised performance, decisions do not have easily definable 
strategies or criteria, but a framework must be at least implicit. Algorithms do 
not cognate—so they cannot make creative decisions—but they can produce 
non-arbitrary changes in state. In performance, a non-arbitrary change is 
manifest as a “decision” when it modifies the sonic environment, even if this is 
the product of an adaptation. Consequently, the change invites a response; it has 
the affect of intention, to which causes might be attributed. 

One way to do this is to respond differently to the same, repeated conditions. 
This is the converse of Kelley’s concept of distinctiveness; given the same 
circumstance, can the response differ? A history of the performance is needed so 
that an identical pattern of inputs can be distinguished by its placing within a 
sequence. An autonomous system must have an internal, hidden state, and 
incoming data must impinge on this state. The state must, in turn, influence 
outgoing events. The sequence of internal states stored in memory has a 
functional relationship to the incoming information stream and to the outgoing 
utterances. An algorithmic process might use system memory to fix behaviors— 
in AI terms, this is known as learning—or a generative algorithm might be 
parameterized by past states, as happens in dynamical systems based on natural 
phenomena such as swarming. 

The live algorithm must both start and stop outputting data. We imagine the 
following scenario: musicians assemble on stage and the computer is switched 
on. We wait for the first utterance. The live algorithm is computing but not 
outputting. An “urge” to commence increases in both musician and machine. 
The algorithm must, in some way, compute whether it should lead or continue 
waiting. If deprived of visual cues, it can only do so based on the duration of the 
silence, but performances rarely begin with silence. Perhaps a shuffling sound in 
the audience precipitates a response? The performance starts. There are many 
periods in which one, two, or more musicians, human or otherwise, are playing, 
but there may be periods of silence, yet the performance is not judged to be over. 
Once more the live algorithm must decide whether a silence is merely an 
interlude or the silence indicates that the performance is complete. This is a 
demanding problem for computation that awaits a satisfactory solution. 

The central mystery of live algorithm research is how could a machine, 
logically equivalent to a paper tape, a read-write head, and an inner automaton, 
possibly recreate the vast spectrum of human musical behavior and, in doing so, 
give us confidence that it is worthy of our attention? It might be imagined that, 
in the future, exotic computers more powerful than Turing Machines might be 
up to the task. Otherwise, if a live algorithm were to be discovered within the 


current computational paradigm, is human creativity reducible to punch-tape and 
clockwork? But the search for such “hypercomputers” is arguably as futile as the 
search for perpetual motion.®* What, therefore, might a live algorithm teach us 
about ourselves? 

The challenge of live algorithms is to find genuinely original ways for humans 
and computers to work together, based on our best models of creativity, social 
behavior, and computation. An entirely new performance practice awaits us. 
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CHAPTER 26 


IMPROVISATION OF THE MASSES 
Anytime, Anywhere Mobile Music 


GE WANG 


THE mass-scale adoption of modern mobile computing technology (e.g., phones 
and tablet computers) presents immense potential to reshape the way we engage 
one another socially, creatively, and musically. This chapter examines a type of 
ad hoc music-making and improvisatory behavior on a massive scale, leveraging 
personal interactive mobile instruments (e.g., iPhones and iPads), location 
awareness (via GPS), and the connective social potential of cloud computing. I 
will investigate an emerging social/musical improvisatory context that does not 
exist in any single location, but as a network and community of anonymous but 
connected participants around the world. As case studies, I will draw from 
experiences with the Stanford Mobile Phone Orchestra, as well as the 
community of Smule social/proto-musical experiences on mobile devices (over 
125 million users to date). Through new collaborative musical interactions, these 
experiences seek to transform and extend traditional music-making paradigms to 
a type of “anytime, anywhere” social music. 

The setting for this type of improvisatory behavior is not confined to concert 
halls, rehearsal rooms, studios, or even the proverbial garage where the band 
convenes and jams. Instead, it pervades the fabric of everyday life—in living 
rooms, dorms, coffee shops, supermarkets, on the streets—nearly anywhere and 
essentially anytime. Analogously, the participants in this type of ad hoc music- 
making are not necessarily professional musicians or even those who play an 
instrument. They are everyday people from every walk of life, perhaps only 
sharing a universal enjoyment of music. I will examine this emerging 
phenomenon from several angles. I first explore the nature of anytime, anywhere 
music through musical instruments created for mobile phones and examine 
various forms of ad hoc, in-the-moment musical expression. I then look at a new 
social collaboration layer that has been enabled, affording geographically 


diverse, semi-anonymous improvisatory interactions. Finally I examine a form 
of interaction of mobile music-making that shifts the role of the instrument, the 
performer, and the audience. 


AD HOC MOBILE MUSIC 


Since the proliferation of powerful mobile devices such as the Apple iPhone 
(released in 2007) and the programmable mobile app (beginning in 2008), a new 
type of anywhere, anytime music-making has not only emerged but also 
blossomed. Music is being made in new ways and in unconventional contexts, 
often location-aware and socially engaged. The role of the music-maker is 
changing, as musical experiences mediated through commodity mobile devices 
are beginning to provide a type of democratization to the masses, enabling and 
encouraging more people than ever to participate musically. We are also 
witnessing the emergence of a new social medium in which musical 
collaboration is less premeditated and is shared among strangers separated by 
large physical distances. From an instrument designer’s point of view, it is now 
possible, perhaps for the first time in history, to develop music-making artifacts 
and distribute them to the masses by the millions around the world through 
mobile devices and apps. Also for the first time, people have ready access to 
these mobile-musical artifacts and are embracing them in unprecedented 
numbers. For example, the Smule Ocarina app has over ten million users to date, 
and I Am T-Pain nearly five million. More than two hundred million songs have 
been played in the Magic Piano app (its users having collectively banged out 
one hundred billion notes!). In these contexts, I examine several themes, trends, 
and phenomena through case studies of the very practitioners of this new brand 
of anytime, anywhere music-making: the everyday user (Figure 26.1). 
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FIGURE 26.1 An early example of users across the globe anonymously sending “chain” musical 
sonifications of finger drawings in Smule’s Zephyr app (2008). 


FROM LIVING ROOM TO THE WORLD 


Ocarina is a re-imagining of the clay ocarina for the iPhone, using breath, 
multitouch, and accelerometer to re-create the physical interaction (Wang 2014, 
Figure 26.2). It also contains a visualization of the world that allows its users to 
listen in voyeuristically on others playing their iPhone ocarinas around the globe. 
So far, people have listened in on each other more than forty million times. 
Equally striking is the unexpected flood of self-expression from everyday users 
of Ocarina. 

Within a few days of the release of Ocarina (in November 2008), user-created 
videos began surfacing on the Internet on websites such as YouTube (Figure 
26.3). Hundreds of videos showcased everyday users performing on their iPhone 
ocarinas, in living rooms, dorm rooms, kitchens, at holiday parties, on the 
streets, and in many other settings. Performers vary in age from young children 
to adults, and they come from all over the globe. They play everything from 
“Ode to Joy” to video game music (e.g., from Legend of Zelda, Super Mario 
Bros., and Tetris), themes from movies and television shows (e.g., The X-Files, 
Star Wars, Star Trek), popular and rock music, show tunes, and folk melodies 
(e.g., “Amazing Grace,” “Kumbaya,” “Shenandoah”). Many are _ solo 


performances; others are accompanied by acoustic guitars, piano, and even other 
iPhone-based musical instruments. 

For example, one user created a series of videos in which she plays Ocarina 
by blowing into the iPhone with her nose (top left in Figure 26.3). Apparently, 
she has had a long history of playing nose flutes, and Ocarina was her latest 
nasal-musical experiment. She began with a nose-mediated rendition of “Music 
of the Night” and, after this video gained notoriety on YouTube, followed up 
with performances of “The Blue Danube” (this one played upside-down to 
further increase the difficulty), “Theme from Jurassic Park,” the “Imperial 
March” from Star Wars, and even Rick Astley’s “Never Gonna Give You Up.”! 

One user braved snowy streets to busk for money with his iPhone ocarina and 
filmed the experience. Another group of users created a video promoting tourism 
in Hungary. Some have crafted video tutorials to teach Ocarina; others have 
scripted and produced original music videos. All of these represent improvised 
uses of the instrument that even we, its creators, had not anticipated. Overall, 
there is something about playing Ocarina on one’s iPhone that seems to help one 
overcome the inhibition of performing, especially for people who are not 
normally performers or even musicians at all in the traditional sense. This 
phenomenon is perhaps demonstrated even more by the users of another mobile 
“instrument”—I Am T-Pain. 


FIGURE 26.2 Left: Physical interaction of Ocarina involves blowing into the microphone, multi-touch to 


control pitch, and accelerometer to add and influence vibrato. Right: Ocarina’s world visualizer allows 
users to anonymously listen in on each other. 
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FIGURE 26.3 Ocarina users who have taken to YouTube to express themselves, from everyday settings to 
the world. 


I Am T-Pain is a mobile app that allows users to “auto-tune” their voice via 
their mobile phone, applying pitch detection and quantized pitch correction in 
real-time. This effect—initially created to subtly pitch-correct vocals in music 
production—has been used in more extreme and more prominent ways, notably 
by artists such as Cher and T-Pain. The effect, instantly recognizable and often 
controversial in its use, has pervaded popular culture and has even been elevated 
to the realm of cultural meme (“Auto-Tune the News,” for example, has been a 
wildly popular YouTube channel for commenting on and satirizing current 
events). With I Am T-Pain, the use of this effect seems to remove inhibition 
about singing and singing publicly, as if it provides just the right amount of 
obfuscation of the user’s voice while maintaining some of its characteristics. 
Having this vocal tool or toy in mobile-app form has a democratizing outcome in 
that everyday users can easily achieve the effect, adopting and embracing the 
semi-robotic, self-satirical personality of its mainstream practitioners and icons 
(e.g., T-Pain, Kanye, and Lil Wayne). Strangely, it promotes a sense of open, in- 
the-moment expression, largely devoid of self-awareness. The apparent 
amusement and satirical nature of the effect offsets, if not completely 
overcomes, the self-consciousness usually associated with singing. 

As depicted in Figure 26.4, everyday users have found innovative, creative 


avenues to express themselves with I Am T-Pain. Several of the screenshots 
originate from YouTube videos that are user-generated parodies of “I’m On a 
Boat”—itself a parody featuring T-Pain (the song, as the title suggests, is about 
being on a boat and explores this ostensibly mundane theme with great vigor). I 
Am T-Pain users have created several variations. 

“!’m On a Phone” was filmed at various landmarks in New York City, 
including Wall Street, Times Square, the subway, and even in front of the Apple 
Store on Fifth Avenue. This user-written and user-produced music video went 
over the top about owning and using a mobile phone, highlighting new daily 
opportunities enabled by the mobile phone (especially the iPhone) and jestfully 
proclaiming its superiority over past communication media, such as mail and the 
telegraph. Infused in the satire is a self-evident, if unwitting, testament to the 
transformative powers of the mobile smartphone. The lyrics, written and 
performed by two brothers who also produced the video, included lines such as 
the following: 


I take a picture, click (click) On my phone, bitch (bitch) 
I send that shit to your phone, cause I got MMS (MMS) 
I got Safari son, I got that Google Maps, 

They call me Steve Jobs, cause I got so many apps, 


I’m talkin’ on my bluetooth, makin’ deals and shit, 

No cords are clashin’, so my hands are free to knit. 

They think I’m talkin’ to myself, but I’m just calling my vet. 
I’m ona phone motherfucker, don’t you ever forget. 


Other variations included such works as “I’ve Got a Wii,” “I’m Going to 
School,” “I’ve Got Cotton” (a song about doing laundry), and “I’m On a Truck.” 
Along with these are countless other homemade performances, showcasing a 
great deal of open expression. The low-budget, non-professional production 
values lend a certain charm and authenticity, perhaps because they allow people 
to relate easily to these everyday situations and settings. 


FIGURE 26.4 The users of I Am T-Pain in the elements of everyday life. 
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SOCIAL COLLABORATIVE SINGING 


However, the abandonment of self-consciousness in I Am T-Pain does not 
translate readily to another singing app for the iPhone—Glee Karaoke—despite 
many similarities. Users of Glee Karaoke on the whole seem much less likely to 
share their performances. The user demographics also differ in that I Am T-Pain 
users tend to trend toward younger males, whereas Glee users trend more toward 
teenagers and females (consistent with the fan demographic of the television 
show that the app is based on). However, a different type of phenomenon 
pervades the Glee community through collaboration. The app provides a unique 
social musical feature: it allows users to add their voices to any existing 
performance, with no limits on the total number of participants on any single 
performance. For example, a user can begin a performance of a song (e.g., 
“Imagine” by John Lennon). Any other user can discover this performance in the 
app’s global visualization and immediately add his or her voice to the 
performance, rendering a new composite performance that others can join in 
turn. The app visualizes the locations and connections of the participants. 

In one instance, a man and his three-year-old niece, who lived across the 


United States from each other, shared a performance. The uncle started a 
performance of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” and invited his niece to add her 
voice. What resulted was a spirited asynchronous duet (reminiscent of mail art, 
where there is a significant, expected time-delay between gestures by 
participants; those more skilled in the medium will take full advantage of this 
property), created in two locations and at different times, which started not quite 
in time (the little girl got behind in charming fashion) and ended in much gleeful 
silliness. 

A far larger-scale example began as an impromptu act in the wake of the 
earthquake and tsunami disaster in Japan in 2011. One woman, named Mayo 
Hashimoto, sang a performance of “Lean On Me” in Tokyo, and started an open 
invitation on the Facebook social network site for others to join her in the app. 
Her public post and invitation reads: 


Hi everyone, it’s from Japan. In Japan, there are still earthquakes and people are really scared. So, I’m 
trying to cheer them up by the song “Lean on Me.” Please join, sing and pray for Japan. If you’d like 
to join, comment here or on my songs, I’ll send you request. Thanks!! 
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FIGURE 26.5 Participants in a collaborative singing of “Lean on Me”; more than 4,000 people have added 
their voices to this performance. Bottom: lines around the globe connect the original singer, located in 
Japan, to singers around the world. 


To date, this collaborative performance has more than four thousand 
participants on it, most of them apparently strangers from all over the world 
(Figure 26.5). 

These examples give us a glimpse into the new, ad hoc collaborations that are 
now possible through the combination of mobile music, networking, cloud 
computing (where the performances are stored, retrieved, augmented, and 
mixed), and GPS-based location awareness. This type of social exchange is 
meant to take place via chance discovery and extends equally well to 
acquaintances and strangers. Here, music is the motivation and the technology is 
simply the “glue” that binds people together. I believe this type of phenomenon 
is only beginning. 


IMPROVISING THE INSTRUMENT 


Sometimes improvisation can take a different form and happens on an 
unconventional level. In the iPad/iPhone app MadPad (Kruge and Wang 2011), 
users are encouraged to “remix their life” by capturing audio-visual snippets that 
serve as musical building blocks to create improvised, homebrew musical 
instruments, which in turn can be looped and performed with improvisation. 
These homebrew instruments can also be shared socially and discovered for 
reuse and modification. 

Figure 26.6 shows six MadPad improvised instruments (or MadPad “sets”) 
that users have created. Each of these consists of twelve audio-visual blocks that 
users have sampled from their everyday life. The first (top left) captures 
aluminum soda cans tuned to different pitches by their height and contents. The 
second (top middle) captures the sounds and movements of a small dog in ten 
blocks augmented with the sound of a bass drum and a car. The third (top right) 
is an instrument based, literally, on the sound of money. The fourth (bottom left) 
is a meta-piano instrument that features specific chords and riffs. The fifth 
(bottom center), titled “the mouth,” features a number of pitched and percussive 
sounds made by a mouth. Finally, the sixth (bottom right) is an instrument 
created by the sound and image of toy building blocks, echoing the building- 
block nature of the MadPad instrument itself. 

To date, MadPad users have created more than 250,000 such homebrew sets. 


This shows that the creative, improvisatory appetite is out there, and we only 
needed to set the conditions right through design and technology in order to 
bring it out. In a related way, MadPad can be seen as a crowd-sourcing 
mechanism for building instruments from everyday life and drawing from large 
populations. 
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FIGURE 26.6 Six user-created MadPad instruments. 


AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION IN MOBILE MUSIC 
PERFORMANCE 


The type of social music that I have discussed so far asks new questions about 
what can be improvised and expressed, as well as when and where. As part of 
this theme, the more traditional roles of the performer and audience are 
increasingly blurred. As early as 2001 there have been audience-participation 
musical performances mediated by mobile devices. “DialTones (A 
Telesymphony)” (2001) featured performers onstage calling the mobile phones 
of the audience members in real time (Levin et al. 2003). Jason Freeman’s 


“Glimmer” (2004) is a piece for chamber orchestra and audience participation. 
More recently, the explosion of powerful smartphones has further expanded the 
possibilities for reexamining the role of the audience in performance. The 
Stanford Mobile Phone Orchestra explored this in a series of instruments and 
pieces for mobile devices and audience participation (Oh et al. 2010; Oh and 
Wang 2011; Wang, Essl, and Penttinen 2014). A variety of techniques were 
explored, including live-sampling audience members and sonifying live twitter 
feeds from both the audience and the world (Dahl, Herrera, and Wilkerson 
2011). Another piece, “Converge,” is an audio-visual performance composed 
from biographical moments that are collected by a crowd using cloud-mediated 
mobile devices. Each captured moment comprises (1) a photograph, (2) an audio 
recording, and (3) text snippets that are time-stamped and location-tagged (Oh 
and Wang 2012). These source materials have been collected for over a year in 
various geographical locations connected with the participants’ life moments. 
The composition invites anyone to participate, and the resulting performance is 
an exploration of time, place, and memory, and perhaps the beauty in the 
“mundane” of everyday life (Figure 26.7). 


WHAT DOES IT MEAN? 


The world has begun to explore a new type of musical expression and 
improvisation that is enabled by the possibilities of mobile, social music. I 
believe that the case studies examined here are only beginnings and that we have 
only begun to uncover what is possible. What have we learned so far? 


Location matters. Identity does not, necessarily. 


Incorporating location into the social mobile music experience enriches it, 
while at the same time it is not always necessary to know who you are socially 
and musically interacting with to have a meaningful experience (as shown in the 
Ocarina and Glee examples). It seems that location provides just enough 
information to feel there is “someone, somewhere out there,” and to start 
engaging musically. 
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FIGURE 26.7 Audience participation in mobile music performance, including sampling the audience, 
visualization of geo-tagged sound and images captured from daily life, and sonification of live Twitter data. 


Roles are shifting 


Mobile music is fundamentally blurring the conventions of traditional music- 
making—it asks us: who are the music makers? Can anyone make music? What 
does it mean to consume this type of user-created music? Where might that 
interaction take place, and when? And just how deliberate does the act of 
making music need to be (or need not to be)? For example, can it be as 
impromptu as picking up the telephone to call a friend? 

Finally, there is profound expressive potential in the elements of everyday life. 
Mark Weiser once wrote that “The most profound technologies are those that 
disappear, they disappear into the fabric of everyday life, until they are 
indistinguishable from it” (Weiser 1991). There is an endlessly improvisatory 
feeling about everyday life, and to make music out of it seems simple, profound, 
and authentic all at once—perhaps because it is something in which we are all 
enveloped. We need only to create the right experiences and applications of 
technology to foster this dormant but potent appetite. Yet designing such 
experiences is not straightforward, since we are just beginning to learn and 
unearth their potential—so continued experimentation is essential. One thing 
feels certain: the expressive potential and appetite is there—in the masses and in 
the fabric of everyday life—and it will continue to transform our musical 


experience. 


NOTE 


1. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rickrolling. 
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